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Personal and Prefatory 


I was in my fiftieth year when I began this book: for me 
a time of flowering. A friend wrote to me at Cambridge, 
after we had dined in New York: “You are in your 
prime,” Women seldom think of themselves as in their 
prime at fifty, but I think it is often so. (Charlotte Perkins 

ilman wrote: “One day the girls were discussing what 
age they would rather be, for life. Most of them agreed 
9n eighteen, which many of them were at that time. 
When they asked me I said fifty. They didn't believe it. 
‘Why?’ they demanded. ‘Because, I explained, ‘when I'm 
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fifty, people will respect my opinions if they ane ever 
going to, and I shall not be too old to work. à n 
remembered this when starting the Forerunner at fifty.) 

I was devoting myself to a task for which my life had 
prepared me, (but this is no doubt always true of wel- 
come tasks). I wished to name, if I could, those strictures 
not wholly societal or cultural that inhibit women from 
the full formation of a self. Obviously, there were many 
ways in which I was not professionally qualified for this 
task, but I had come to recognize a unique qualification: 
I felt that, unlike so many of the women I had read of and 
known personally, I had been born a feminist and never 
wavered from that position. I do not mean, of course, 
that I expressed feminist views in the dreary masculinist 
years after World War II. But I never denied the pain to 
myself, nor lied about my anger. The formation of this 
kind of feminist has perhaps received too little attention, 
particularly since Psychologists and psychoanalysts have 
long been accustomed to dismiss the condition—per- 
haps because of its rarity—with a dirty name. 

We are, for example, only now 


beginning to under- 
stand that the sanctification of mot 


herhood, which pre- 
ng to feelings of am- 
is not necessarily good 
ofound anxiety. Thus I 
clear had been my mother’s 
ce of autonomy for women, 
uity of most such messages 
- She seems to me, in retro- 
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there been a woman's movement during her lifetime, 
some form of group support from women, she might 
have found the impulse to action. None such existed. In 
the thirties came the depression, in the forties war, and 
after the war, the return to the feminine mystique. Her 
childhood, poor but with that “upward” aspiration to a 
“higher” class, is almost a model of how convention 
imprisons women. She achieved the status she sought, 
but never denied the burden of fuulity she carried with 
her until her death. Her lasting gift to me was a message 
remarkably clear, uncontradictory: be independent, 
make your own way, do not pay with your selfhood for 
male admiration and approval: the price is too high. 
Most mothers give a double message: succeed, but not 
at the price of imperiling your "feminine allure." Mine 
did not. 

I was, moreover, now, at fifty, provided with the ideal 
conditions for the work I had undertaken. Our children 
were in college; I had in some measure resigned re- 
sponsibility for their destinies, not, of course, as far as 
money or affection or readiness for consultation was 
concerned, but my husband and I had quite con- 
Sciously, when the youngest reached college age, ab- 
dicated any further day-to-day responsibility for them. 
My marriage, probably the single most fortunate factor 
in my life, allowed itself to develop into new forms and 
patterns, both of us discovering new individuality and 
intimacy. In having been made a Fellow of the Radcliffe 
Institute for Independent Study in 1976-77, I found 
myself simultaneously endowed with three rare bless- 
ings: I was placed in ideal working conditions; I was, 
for the first time in my life, part of a community of pro- 
fessional women; and I had the opportunity to learn 
from highly competent and informed people in all dis- 
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ciplines the fruits of their studies of women. 

At that particular moment in my life, the fact that I was 
Jewish seemed to have less than nothing to do with the 
work I had undertaken. Of course, a significant propor- 
tion of the Fellows at the Radcliffe Institute were Jews, 
a fact I noticed without asking why I did so. An observa- 
tion, I would have said, made without an effort at percep- 
tion. But as I recalled memories of my years at Wellesley, 
my Jewishness came to consciousness. 

Because my thirtieth class reunion was looming, I was 
invited to several meetings of my nearby Wellesley class- 
mates who had heard I was at Radcliffe. It became clear 
that Wellesley had always been, in the nicest way, antl- 
Semitic. I was told, truthfully or not, that some of its 
former administrators had been notorious for this atti- 
tude. Wellesley had largely ignored me since my gradua- 
tion, giving its attention,.or so it seemed to me, to those 
of its graduates who pursued domestic and volunteer 
careers with a besotted devotion to ladylike attitudes and 
the mindless cheer of the lower half of a two-person 


career—for example, -“‘We have just moved with our 
seven children, two do 


tion to our family, 
where Dick hopes 


sU 7 were not in an institution that taught 
males. Certainly, for a women's college, Wellesley was 
marvelously uncommitted to the problems of women in 


conceived of them.2 
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a WASP, found it witty. The significance for me of that 
moment, only later recognized, was that for the first time 
the two terms had come together: feminist and Jew. 

In that same year two widely publicized events oc- 
curred, both literary, both significant for me. The first 
was Roots, a book by an American Black who had set out 
to discover his roots in Africa. The second was World of 
Our Fathers (the title was much commented upon at the 
Radcliffe Institute), which I decided to read for reasons 
that now seem to me odd, to say the least. I did not read 
Roots, nor did I see the television program made from it 
or hear any of the author's lectures, which were reported 
as remarkably effective. But the question of "roots" was 
catapulted into my life. It seemed to me that every young 
woman feminist had suddenly developed an overwhelm- 
ing interest in her "roots." My lack of interest in my own 
roots was absolute and this was not a pretense. As far as 
I could see, my parents’ roots consisted precisely in their 
Severing of them. My father and mother had cut them- 
selves off from their past. Like Gatsby, my father had 
been his own creation. If I had roots, they were in his 
childhood and early struggles, in my mother's clean sep- 
aration from her family and past. Where in Europe and 
America any of their forebears had lived seemed to have 
much less to do with me than where Jane Austen had 
lived. Indeed the first time I had visited Bath, England, 
I had had the sense of coming home. My father had, in 
e said to me: "We've got nothing to look back to. 
US up to us to be ancestors."'? 

i I read Howe's World of Our Fathers because of two 
nest conversations I had during a visit to New York 
om Cambridge. The first, with close friends who hap- 
d not to be Jewish, evoked from one of them the state- 

*nt that she did not like peasants or the lower classes 
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generally, thought that lack of culture showed, and why 
should she pretend otherwise? She is in no way a snob, 
and it was the sort of statement friends can make to one 
another without fear of being misunderstood. But I real- 
ized suddenly that I did not agree with her. "I'm a peas- 
ant," I said. “I was scraped off the Lower East Side." 
"Nonsense," she said, but disproved not my facts, but 
her prejudice. 

My second lunch was with my friend Tom Driver, theo- 
logian and sustainer. He and I talked, not for the first 
time, about the pains of contemplating the woman's 
movement in its current down phase. I mentioned the 
difficulty experienced by many committed feminists who 
were not lesbians, and who received support, ironically 
enough, chiefly from their husbands and male friends: 
their women friends tended to be either antstraight, or 
antifeminist, at least at that time. He admitted this diffi- 
culty, which he had, indeed, observed before, but men- 
tioned that some of those women in the Church who had 
been the most courageous in the struggle for a female 
priesthood had been, in their early years, homosexual. 
Perhaps, he Suggested, it was their experience as lesbians 
that gave them the courage to b i 


feminist one had to have had an experience of being an 


y being a woman. Was 


ly, for Tom's insights are 
he instant variety, I began 
en a Jew, however unob- 
. however fiercely I had de- 
m all around me as I grew 


had made me an outsider, 
feminist. 


up—sull, having been a Jew 
It had permitted me to bea 


As this insight made its slow way into my conscious- 
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ness, I realized why I had said, with some livperbole, but 
not much, that I had been scraped off the Lower East 
Side. My father, since the death of my mother a few years 
ago, had been telling me, in his mourning, more stories 
of his early youth. He had never, thank God, been a 
reminiscer or a teller of anecdotes, both forms of coun- 
terconversation from which I violently recoil. He had 
been, as a boy, as poor as it is possible to be and not 
actually starve to death. His mother had never spoken 
English. His sisters had been doomed. He had been 
saved only by an occasional teacher, here and there, and 
by his own brilliance and determination. He was early 
disenchanted with the whole culture from which he had 
come, with its ignorance, its illiteracy, and what he early 
considered its rigid, distorted beliefs. Much that I had 
been told over the years but had carefully failed to re- 
member, came back to me. My father had grown up, in 
fact, not on the Lower East Side of New York but in New 
Jersey. Apart from that, he had lived the hard early life 
I would discover in Howe's book. 

Now, of course, I had to read Howe's book to test my 
response to my father's memories set forth objectively. 
I thought the book excellent, well-written, and prudent 
in its judgments. Only in its minimal consideration of 
women, its constant lapses into the male noun (not the 
universal) as expressive of Jewish experience, did its 
judgment fail, as indeed Jewish judgment had always 
failed when contemplating women. So Howe used the 
phrase *obscure men" for his final sentence; his title told 
us it was a book not about parents, but about fathers, and 
the ultimate praise he had for our mothers was as “‘sus- 
taining women." World of Our Fathers helped me to un- 
derstand that if Jews were outsiders, women were outsid- 
ers among Jews. 
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I have decided—and the decision was not an easy one 
—that I could not speak of the problems of women today 
without speaking of my own life. Through most of my 
career as a professor of English literature, the prevailing 
literary cult has dictated that the personal be subdued. 
I have been a most eager and persistent follower of this 
ideal. Professionally trained in the so-called New Criti- 
cism, that close attention to the text that denies the rele- 
vance of any factors outside it, I found that this criticism 
nicely reinforced my need for impersonality. New Criti- 
cism, while often exaggerated, was not, I still believe, 


bad training for the reading and teaching of literature. 
Yet I now see that its 


that it not only allow 


tween the personality and the intellect, between, in T.S. 
Eliot's words, the pe 


creates. 'That I mana 
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cult, moreover, to counterbalance the myriad blessings 
heaped upon me by fortune. I was endowed with oppor- 
tunity and the intelligence to use it and, above all, with 
parents for whom I was at once the absolutely cherished 
and absolutely unplanned-for only child, a combination 
whose strength we are only now beginning to under- 
stand. 

Probably because of my parents' attitude toward Jew- 
ishness, being Jewish was for me altogether unreal. I 
practiced what I have since learned to call denial. To do 
this at the time of Adolf Hitler may seem improbable at 
best, but for me as for many, Nazism was so unbelievable 
that it was many years before I could come to grips with 
it. The anti-Semitism I faced as a child, apart from the 
Irish girls on the side streets who would scream epithets 
at me that I thought demented, was so genteel as to be 
wholly lost on me. I was given, that is, the opportunity 
to ignore it, and so I did. That we, my parents and I, did 
not move wholly into the gentile world was the result of 
the Holocaust. For a time I believed, mysteriously, that 
my mother was not Jewish at all. 

Contemplating this in my fiftieth year, I recognized for 
the first time the degree to which women have been 
Outsiders in ways unique to them. Black women are thus 
peculiarly vulnerable: they are the objects both of racism 
and sexism. What has not perhaps been equally empha- 
sized is the possibility that that very condition has ena- 
bled them to succeed where black men have failed. The 
strength of women throughout the black experience has 
too often been distorted in order to illuminate the perils 
of black manhood rather than the strengths of black 
womanhood. This, like so many casually accepted patri- 
archal judgments of our time, has been reinforced by the 
reluctance of many people openly to recognize the ac- 
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complishments, both familial and professional, um 
women. From an experience in no way comparab s" k 
theirs in its degree of hardship, I was able to guess 
those conditions that had made their achievement poss 
ble. . ——Á 
It seemed to me, furthermore, essential to discover, 
I could, why the woman's movement had been rcady to 
defeat itself after each flowering with so little help from 
the opposition. Each cycle of progress for women wirt 
to end after a decade or two with precious little rea 
advance toward equality. The complacency in women 
that a few steps forward induces drains the movement 0 
its energy. Progress halts, or is even re 
Two strategies, conscious or othe 
halting women's advance. These 
inevitable concomitant, 
males. Tokenism allow 


versed. . 

rwise, play a part in 
are tokenism and MS 
the bonding of females with 
s males to use one woman, or à 
few, to protect themselves against the claims for equal 
representation in their ranks. Established males dis- 


n 
Cover, moreover, that they can count on the toker 
women of achievement to j 


Let us look, for a mome 
after years of fruidess str 
grasp their share in the 
Church from the rel 
until that ume, enti 


nt, at the eleven women who: 


CTY possible process within the 
i rch, realizing eventually that the 
patience Prescribed for so many years was to lead only 
to more pauent waiting—these methods led, finally, tO 
men. True, that ordination frac- 
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tured the Church. Any change forced upon a long-estab- 
lished, self-satisfied, self-protective institution will dis- 
rupt and divide it. But, to argue from that result to the 
condemnation of every fundamental change is to refute 
the history of the Reformation itself. When another gen- 
eration has passed, the Episcopal Church will again be 
united, the ordination of women a fact, marked by an 
historical occasion. 

What has happened, even so far, in the Episcopal 
Church? Women, their right to the priesthood won, are 
now attending divinity and theological seminaries in 
preparation for ordination. But they arrive counseled by 
the bishops who appointed them to avoid the feminist 
women among the original eleven. Clutching their “‘fem- 
ininity" and the instructions of the male establishment, 
the young women for whom the priesthood was won 
deny that they are feminist, eschew activism, and wish to 
disappear, unnoticed, into the male structure. They do 
not follow the first women priests with pride, even deny- 
ing them publicly. 

Why does this inevitably happen? Why is every gain 
women make followed by a fearful step backward into the 
shadow of male protection? Women have conspired in 
the (perhaps unconscious) policy of the male establish- 
ment to let a few women in—more, perhaps, in times of 
feminist pressure—but few enough so that when the in- 
€vitable female retreat occurs, the male establishment 
will be left essentially unchanged in its evident maleness. 

In 1977, women working at the United Nations were 
being subjected to a considerable degree of sexual 
harassment, and did not know how to deal with it be- 
Cause of their fear of losing not only their jobs, but their 
temporary residence in the United States. Shirley Haz- 
zard, novelist and former member of the U.N. Secretar- 
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iat, suggested to them that their plan, a resolution from 
an ad hoc committee, would probably not get results. 
She proclaimed (to great applause but, one ae 
little action) that the way for women to stop sexua 
harassment is to support one another. “Whatever the 
nature of the injustice, there should be a group of 
women to whom one can go for support so the complain- 
ant does not feel isolated. There must be a show of 
solidarity.''4 . 

A show of solidarity. When have women shown this, 
outside the few intense decades of feminist activity in 
history and then only among less than a majority of 
women? Support systems, or networks of women, have, 
for the most part, operated in the crises of the conven- 
tional womanly life, birth, death, imposed loneliness, but 
they have rarely encouraged greater female autonomy. 
How much nearer today are we to living with the possi- 
bility of women occupying half of the world's positions 
because they are half the population? The very idea 
strikes many women as fantasy, and a threatening fantasy 
at that. 

The failure of woman's m 
to retain the momentum of 


plishment can be attributed 
of women to bond 
women as autonom 


ovements, past and present 
the years of highest accom- 
to three causes: the failure 
; the failure of women to imagine 
ous; and the failure of even achieving 


o the heart of the 


; Cant 
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prefer the company of men. Obviously, it is difficult in a 
hierarchical society to bond with the powerless against 
those in power, particularly when the aphrodisiac of 
power is an added allure. 

Could anyone imagine a Black organization that 
refused to concern itself with Black problems, a Jewish 
organization that refused to concern itself with Jewish 
problems, a Swedish organization that would have noth- 
ing in particular to do with Swedish problems? Yet such, 
was the attitude of the League of Women Voters, for 
example, which from its inception until it felt the pres- 
Sures of the current movement eschewed all questions 
concerned exclusively with women and refused to back 
candidates because of their stand on women's issues. 
The National Council of Jewish Women (or Catholic 
Women) is devoted to Jewish (or Catholic) women's con- 
Cerns, which may be more nurturing or directed at chil- 
dren and families than would the concerns of a similar 
men's organization, but never for one moment has it 
conceived of itself as concerned with women themselves, 
with problems, for example, of rape, unwanted preg- 
nancy, suffrage, marital rights, or the ownership of prop- 
erty by women. The very idea of taking a stand on 
Women's issues strikes the women members of such or- 
ganizations as ludicrous. (The condition of women, un- 
like that of Blacks, has never been made a central politi- 
Cal concern in the United States.) 

While I was at the Radcliffe Institute, the Boston Globe 
Tan an article bearing the headline: "Four Harvard 
Women Enter All-male Bastion but Not as Feminists.” 
The all-male bastion was Rhodes Scholarships, founded 
Seventy-four years ago and admitting women for the first 
tume that year. Asked whether, as one of the first women 
Sver given a Rhodes Scholarship, she was a feminist, one 
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of the Harvard seniors replied: “I guess I don’t see my- 
self as a feminist. I've never had to come to terms asa 
minority because I have not been discriminated «cei 
I guess there is a problem. I haven't come in Contact Wh 
it." Another of the young women had, when in high 
school, petitioned to play on the boys' tennis team in 
Michigan. “I did it,” she informed the Globe, "because I 
wanted to play tennis, not because I wanted to be the first 
woman breaking this barrier.’ I 
told, led her to apply for a Rhodes. That same week, in 
the New York Times, a woman orchestra conductor de- 
clared: “I have never felt discriminated against because 
Iwasa woman....] know that some orchestra managers, 
when approached to engage me, have turned me down 
because ‘we already have hired our woman guest con- 
ductor for the Season.’ But it doesn’t bother me.""6 f 
These were merely the latest in a long series of denials 
of feminism that began long ago to interest me. Why, I 
wondered, this compelling need to deny being a femi- 
nist, even on the part of those clearly intelligent enough 
to see that without the feminists the Rhodes Scholarships 


would not have been opened to women; women could 
not have sued to play 


"Similar motivation, we are 


8roup of people, any- 
Persistently to deny their 
won for them the oppor- 
enjoying as their natural 


€ been litt] 


E € different. After inter- 
Viewing Margaret Drabble, Me] 


i Gussow reports that her 
IS à conscious effort on her part tO 
eserved—of woman's writer.’ ‘I was 
—slightly,’ she said, explaining that 
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she wanted to write about a man as a central figure (simi- 
larly, she is tired of being asked to review books by other 
women)."7 Drabble is not a unique example; I might 
have chosen many other writers. Her fear of being 
"ghettoized" into a world of "women's books" is not 
realistic. Being identified with other women and women 
Writers at this time, however, threatens any woman: un- 
certain of her right to speak for all humanity regardless 
Of sex, she is alternately compelled to encourage and 
repudiate other women. 

Womanhood must be reinvented. Woman has too 
long been content to accept as fundamental the depen- 
dent condition of her sex. We avoid aggressive behavior, 
fear autonomy, feel incomplete without the social status 
Only a man can bestow. In the past those women who 

ave made their way successfully into the male- 
dominated worlds of business, the arts, or the profes- 
sions have done so as honorary men, neither admiring 
nor bonding with other women, offering no encourage- 
Ment to those who might come after them, preserving 
the Socially required “femininity,” but sacrificing their 
Womanhood. 

Tdo not here speak of those women whose deeds mark 
*Yery period of feminist advance. The present feminist 
movement (already fading toward invisibility in the eyes 
of the young) produced many brave women of great 
accomplishment who never lost touch with their sense of 
themselves as women seeking freedom and autonomy in 
the Opportunities opened up to them by their own move- 
Went, Yet we must understand that such women were 
helped to act because they drew strength from the move- 
Ment as it gathered force in the, 1960s and early 1970s. 

Xcellent books tell us of the forces that allowed many 
Women during those years to perceive the possibilities 
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now open to them. But, looking beyond periods of what 
might be called “high feminism,” I wish to examine 
those factors that enabled women who had no feminist 
or other group support to achieve, against all societal 
odds, a position of autonomy in male-dominated worlds. 
Although these women were, on the whole, remarkably 
unsupportive of other women, or unable to imagine 
other women as accomplished as themselves, they may 
provide a clue as to those qualities essential to female 
achievement. 

In using myself as an example, I simply turn to what 
I know best in an attempt to understand the forces which 
operate upon a w 


times. I graduated from college into those post- World 
War II years whe 


PERSONAL AND PREFATORY 31 


world, failed to bond with women, failed to induce the 
male institutions she joined to accept members of her 
Sex in significant numbers. The ideal condition of wom- 
anhood remained passivity. Activity or assertion, essen- 
tial to achievement, induced in women capable of it a 
conflict between their assertiveness and the old ideal of 
womanhood: this conflict led, inevitably, to anxiety. 
Women, like all human beings, fear anxiety, and retreat 
before it; women of achievement choose, therefore, not 
to make themselves examples to other women or to en- 
Courage a new period of feminism. 
. There will appear to be, at the heart of my book, an 
inherent contradiction. On the one hand I deplore the 
fact that women of achievement, outside the brief peri- 
ods of high feminism, have become honorary men, have 
consented to be token women rather than women 
bonded with other women and supporting them. On the 
other hand, I find that those women who did have the 
Courage, self-confidence, and autonomy to make their 
Way in the male-dominated world did so by identifying 
themselves with male ideals and role models. I want to 
tell women that the male role model for autonomy and 
achievement is, indeed, the one they still must follow. 
ut if women’s best hope of accomplishment is to follow 
male examples, am I not encouraging the very thing that 
deplore? 
This contradiction cannot be reconciled in the pref- 
ace, but the Spirit of reconciliation can be suggested. 
9men have denied themselves as examples the only 
Models of achievement history offers us. Those women 
who accepted male ideals of achievement could restrain 
“a, inevitable anxiety only by not identifying them- 
Mibi within male institutions, as women. Sensing 
in themselves, as girls, a longing for accomplish- 
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ment, they have, at great cost, with great pon, d 
honorary men, adopting at the same time the ge 
itude toward women. j 
n Í will suggest is that women, while not ys 
to themselves the male lessons of achievement tha - 
most all our literature and history can afford, dein 
the importance of taking these examples to bras 
as women, supporting other women, idenüfying ui 
them, and imagining the achievement of women eid 
ally. I want, therefore, to examine not only how, qu 
of the brief periods of high feminism, women i» 
achieved positions in male-dominated worlds on 
great odds, but also how, in the future, they p c 
larger numbers repeat these accomplishments _ pi 
being co-opted as honorary members of a male clu di 
Central to this whole question is the family: its con » 
tion, its survival, its essential nature. At the heart 3 
women's problems (to say nothing of men's) is par 
clear family, where the nurturing is done almost pat 
by the mother, while the representative of the ou i 
world, the only alternative to the nurturing female, " 
inevitably male. As Nancy Chodorow concisely puts in 
Freud and his followers demonstrated how this fam 
works “with boys appropriating their masculine prerog 
tives and girls acquiescing in their feminine subordin? 
tion and passivity.””8 This family structure, as I shall " 
to show, no longer Successfully operates even for t 


i : : s 
fulfillment of its Own aims. I believe that parenting mu 
become the work 


. at 
of both sexes, and of more thana a 
individual, but I do not believe that Freud’s essent 
insights about th 


€ development of the individual n€* 
therefore be sacrificed or abandoned. 


i [ 
Certainly conservatives voice a profound fear of th 
dissolution of the “family” and the loss of what they © 


det 
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traditional "moral values." At a deeper level, what they 
in fact fear, I think, is the necessity of living with change, 
with the risks and terrors and pain of reinvention. They 
have, of course, always retained an exceptional capacity 
for tolerating the pain of others. I mention conservatives 
because it is they who most often, and with the most 
publicity, speak as though the nuclear family that we all 
Brew up in were the indispensable pillar of Western civi- 
lization, and women, in their passivity and submission, 
the irreplaceable foundation of the nuclear family. I do 
not believe this to be true; as Tocqueville put it 


the more I study the former condition of the world and see 
the world of our own day in greater detail . . . the more I am 
tempted to believe that what we call necessary institutions are 
9ften no more than institutions to which we have grown 
accustomed, and that in matters of social constitution the 
field of Possibilities is much more extensive than men living 
in their various societies are ready to imagine.? 


Yet 
Major 
e fe 


Conservatives and reactionaries are not the 
danger. The major danger lies in women’s fear: 
eo E of being called inhuman. In the past, vid 
and m as served importantly to define manhood: oys 
tion "ie defined themselves, from their first separa- 
rom the mother, as not feminine, not womanly. 

n a perhaps, having nothing to define iiem- 
great. = Bias Yet the rewards for them could be = 
Present io of man’s relation to his mother in the 
Or « amily structure, men come to women looking 
Macy narcissistic, phallic reassurance,"!? not for ur 
leve, win companionship, or love. Both sexes, A e- 
Selves : gain enormously by ceasing to define them- 
negatively against the other, by no longer 
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striving to preserve every traditional difference. . 

Men have monopolized human experience, leaving 
women unable to imagine themselves as both ambitious 
and female. If I imagine myself (woman has always 
asked) whole, active, a self, will I not cease, in some 
profound way, to be a woman? The answer must be: 
imagine, and the old idea of womanhood be damned. 

Today, as in the wake of all periods of high feminism, 
women are tempted to forsake the imagination of whole 
ness, almost before they have begun to embrace it- 
Woman is again reminding herself of what she has been 
told through the ages, at least through all recorded his- 
tory: keep ambition and womanhood separate, do not let 
them near one another. (Some women are saying: Conr 
bine your ambition and womanhood, but separate youl” 
self from men.) Let us imagine ourselves as selves, as al 
once striving and female. Womanhood can be what We 
Say it is, not what they have always said it was. 

We must imagine ourselves accomplished; then we 
ines imagine our accomplishments for other women, W? 
must imagine other women equally with men as our com 
panions, our friends, our peers, Literature is both t 
fruit and the nourishment of the 
look to it not only for the 
and constriction, but also 
possibilities of life. 
us, finally, female 
and independent 


imagination. We must 
articulation of female despa" 
for the proclamation of wm 
We must ask women writers to gi¥® 
characters who are complex, whole: 
—fully human. 

In the essay that follows, I shall move on a winding 
path between life and literature, refusing to separat? 
them, to confine myself, as a woman, to one or the othe! 


Wo : : 2 
z: MN Té too long imagined only a constricted pi 
ft i de emselves, allowing the imagination of possib!” 
ity to be appropriated for the exclusive use of men. It” 
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time for women to claim an equal share in the ambitions 
as well as the frustrations of life. 

Yes, womanhood must be reinvented. The materials 
for its reconstruction lie around us, some recovered or 
reinterpreted from the past, others revealed to us by 
students of our own time and place. In this book, I shall 
turn over many pieces and test many connections in the 
hope, finally, of assembling a possible new definition. 

When I was a girl, my father told me the story of the 
bumble bee. According to the science of aeronautics, so 
the story went, it was impossible for a creature of the size 
and weight and construction of a bumble bee to fly. But 
the bumble bee, not having been told this, flies anyway. 


"Woman as Outsider 


What is an outsider? An outsider, the Oxford English Dic- 
tionary tells us, is someone uninitiated into a body having 
Special knowledge and power. Dickens dismissed a char- 
acter in Bleak House as only an outsider and “not in the 
mysteries.” Women are often outsiders twice over. The 
Jew, for example, has often been cited as the classic 
example of the outsider. Yet Jewish women were tradi- 
tionally excluded from much of the religious observance 
Y which Orthodox Jews marked their own identity. 
At the simplest, most fundamental level, an outsider is 


37 
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identified by exclusion from the cultural parera m 
bonding at the heart of society, at its Nepiues © eade 
Outsiders, however, may gain strength in their offering 
to exclusion if they bond among themselves, inire 
each other comradeship, encouragement, ponn 
support. Again, one could cite the Jews asa Terma Pai 
case in point. Or, little as I care for analogies drawn he of 
the animal kingdom, there is the inevitable ce cal 
Lionel Tiger’s bachelor baboons. Excluded trait t » sot 
sociation of dominant males, females, and cae. cum 
subadult baboons form "all male groups," which pae 
calls peripheral. "The members of these yes ple 
display considerable loyalty to each other," and ro? 
together as a pack.! , nd- 
Have women as outsiders also found strength in ne $ 
ing? Smith-Rosenberg writes of the networks and yes 
ships of women in the nineteenth century,? and Tos 
bonds seem very loving and supportive and {ree of a 2 (à 
Pressures of psychoanalytic conservatism aecardinE ai 
which any emotional attachment, genital or not, t 
women formed with other women, 
Certainly the freedom of love aba" 
separate female and male spheres, was important, pro 
bly vital to the women’s sanity. --—— 
Yet Smith-Rosenberg makes clear that such d 
ships and loves and networks were made possible by t at 
sharply distinguished male and female worlds, and th 
these women not only accepted the 
domesticity and confineme 
raised their daughters, with 
remarkably loving relation 
this gentle, confined worl 
women collectively taking 
In the modern period t 


ical. 

was pathology 

ey: . highly 
and bonding, in the hig 


ir special roles s 
nt to the family circle. the 
whom they seem to have u^ 
ships, to take their place of 
d. There was no thought 
the initiative to alter it.’ . 
he woman's movement 25 
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whole and the myriad of small groups that make it up 
stand as attempts at female bonding. Yet women's posi- 
tion in society, or at least their traditional view of their 
position, puts them under social and psychological pres- 
sures that continually undermine their ability to bond. 
Women try to evade the psychological isolation of the 
outsider not by bonding with each other but rather by 
taking on the status of their husbands, if they are house- 
Wives, or by accepting the status of honorary male, if they 
succeed in penetrating the professional or business 
world. If we talk to the token woman lawyer, doctor, 
board member, tenured professor, we soon discover that 
she conceives herself not as an outsider but rather as an 
insider among men. No female bonding has so much as 
presented itself to her as a possibility. While an artist like 
Rosa Bonheur or a medical pioneer like Dr. Alice Hamil- 
ton may ask for professional identification for them- 
selves, they will still insist upon the maternal destiny for 
other women. As I shall argue below, one does not ap- 
parently awaken to the awareness of being a female out- 
Sider, unless the condition of "outsiderness" has, 
through other means, entered one’s consciousness. 
. Virginia Woolf long ago recognized that one major 
function of the woman's movement might be to organize 
Women as self-conscious outsiders. She called for a Soci- 
“ty of Outsiders, clearly defined, bonded, and outside of 
the major action. Although anonymous and elastic, as 
unlike male groups as possible, Woolf's Society of Out- 
Siders would bind itself to certain aims, such as the re- 
EL to ui Mie war, and the necessity of its members 
eas. um or all duties performed, inside the home or 
b duis se aba would commit themselves primarily 
lied id ence and mutual supporti W oolf recog- 
women have always been outsiders. She urged 
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them to bond with one another on feminist principles. 
Woolf saw the necessary connection between bonding 
and becoming a force within society; but she also recog 
nized that woman's indispensable first task is to recognize 
herself as outsider. For so close has woman been bonded 
to man—husband, father, mentor—that she has failed to 
see herself as having any status as insider or outsider 
beyond his. As current novels like French's The Women 5 
Room well demonstrate, women in the suburbs may meet 
with one another to provide assorted comforts and per 
wards, but in these gatherings their relations with Ka 
husbands are rarely discussed in an intimate way. Such 
women commingle, but do not bond. , f 

Outsider though she may be, woman does not think 9 
herself as such, but takes her identity from her man: she 
is as far "in" or "out" as he. Joyce's Ulysses provides: 
inadvertently to be sure, an interesting comparison be 
tween the man and the woman as outsider. Leopoli 
Bloom, the hero of Ulysses, remains, after countless iMY 


. i ; : ; the 
tations particularly among Jewish American authors, t} 
exemplar of the “outsider, 


n, including even thos? 
styled exile, consents to b€ 
Bloom at the entrance to thé 
een the Scylla of one grouP 
her, but such an escape is also 
8 there. Odysseus himself. early 


: for 
Struggles home alone, save !?° 
the aid of a goddess. Tel 


: s is 
t ) n the guise of a friend, but he ü 
friendless. The suitors, of course, are bonded. But notit 
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Penelope, alone in her endeavors to hold off the suitors, 
to preserve Odysseus's home for him. When, finally, she 
is restored to her rightful position, it is by the side of her 
husband and son. Nor has Penelope ever, as they have 
done, found even momentary companionship or en- 
countered her peer. (Fitzgerald, in the notes to his trans- 
lation of the Odyssey, speaks of Penelope and Odysseus 
as "the faithful woman and the versatile, brave man.”5 
Faithful is what one is, when one's courage depends on 
one's relation to a master, not to one's peers.) Further- 
more, though Athene appears to both Odysseus and 
l'elemachus in the guise of a friend and companion, she 
appears to Penelope in a dream as a distant sister. What 
companion does Penelope have whose guise she might 
assume? Who is equal and lives nearby, and is trusted by 
Penelope in matters relating to her husband? Allied pri- 
marily to a man in a relationship that cannot be de- 
Scribed as bonding, the woman is outsider, even in com- 
Parison to that outsider, Odvsseus, or the victim of 
usurpers, Telemachus. 

Bloom differs from that earlier wanderer not least in 
Having no possible bonding mates awaiting him at home. 
That he has no son is emphasis of this deprivation; a 
daughter in no way suffices. There are perhaps eight 
Jews in Dublin, so Bloom is isolated; as Mr. Deasy has 
boasted: we never let them in. Bloom, androgynous in all 
things, is perhaps most so in the extent to which he 
shares this isolation with women. The Jew in America, 
oe in many ways, bonds fiercely with other Jews. 

loom is not even certain if he should greet the other 
Jew he meets, the butcher. 

Is Bloom more isolated than Molly? Significantly, the 
question is never asked. That Molly does not care for 
Women, and sees herself, in fantasy, only in connection 
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with men, was for years assumed to be so ipee 
women as to require no comment. There ds A 
suggestion that her feeling for Milly VAR jig: 
Bloom's for Stephen. On the contrary, her sexua ar ar 
tion to Stephen is great. The loneliest man in linn nf 
has a wife whose loneliness is not even noticed, least 
all by herself. mE " 

Men, who perceive women as by their sides, es cina 
ing them in whatever degree of “in” or "out they enj i 
have rarely if ever described women as outsiders. Gene 
ally speaking, outsiders are conceived of in a vones! d 
alternate or excluded cultures. The outsider is een 
to have a culture of his or her own (Jewish in meee 
Irish in England) that women, as women, patently pei 
One might, in this context, persuade oneself that wom e 
are not even outsiders, because they do not all bre 
from any particular place or culture. If a woman "E d 
outsider, it is supposed that she is so only by virtue " 
being Black, or Jewish, or foreign born, but not by virt" 
of being a woman. 

That distressing attitude of 


ee y ade 
achieving women: "I mé 
it, why can't you," 


that failure to sympathize with es 
struggles of less vigorous female selves, has alway’ 
marked successful women. They refuse to understa^ 
the tokenism that they represent, refuse to sec that s 
single presence, far from proving that anyone can ma g 
it, determines, under the present system, that no uH 
else will. In fact, a woman of accomplishment almo" 
always feels a scorn for other women that, althou£ 


rarely chronicled, 8065 far to explain the failure of ie 
male bondin 


ale 
8 among women who have entered the m2 
sphere. 


What happens here... 


" se" 
i and I shall discuss this subs 
quently—is that the w 


š . did: 
oman no longer, if she ever d 
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sees herself as belonging to the same species as other 
women. She has become an honorary male, she is a mem- 
ber of their club, she is more royalist than the king. Thus 
a woman Jungian explains the feminine: "When we ask 
about the feminine, we talk about our concepts of the 
human person and of relationships between persons. We 
touch the most intimate aspects of our lives—our rela- 
tions to sexuality, to our wives, our daughters, our moth- 
ers, to feminine elements in the male personality, and to 
the unconscious. "6 

The despising of females is particularly notable in 
those exceptional Victorian women who broke through 
some of the severest strictures against women. Caroline 
Norton, after her great struggle with the marriage laws 
culminating in the Married Woman's Property Act, had 
no sympathy with the woman's movement and made fun 
of the women in it.? In 1889 there appeared a protest 
against woman's suffrage signed by Mrs. Humphrey 
Ward and Beatrice Webb: “We believe the emancipating 
Process has now reached the limits fixed by the physical 
constitution of women." (At the same time, we might 
notice, Sidney Webb and Bernard Shaw were in favor of 
the woman's movement.) Florence Nightingale, whose 
Struggle for a meaningful life is one of the most moving 
in recorded history, had an active dislike for feminist 
writing and propaganda. She wrote to Harriet Martineau 
to say “I am brutally indifferent to the rights and wrongs 
of my sex." To another woman she wrote of her wide 
experience of women all over the world. “Yet I leave no 
school behind me. My doctrines have taken no hold 
among women. Not one of my Crimean following learnt 
anything from me, or gave herself for one moment after 


she came home to carry out the lesson of that war or of 
those hospitals."9 
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Francoise Giroud, France's first woman eie 
ber, responded to the question "Were you a femin ra 
thus: “No, not at all. Girls bored me, I found phami n 
and tiresome, with their endless stories. . . . I was the 
traitor, the one who had gone over to the men’s ey i 
Asked about one of the women editors with whom a“ 
had first worked, Giroud said that she had had a "n i 
of love” for her, but not friendship. “I think,” she ex 
plained, “I can honestly say that I know what friendship 
is and means; it's something I practice with men, care 
fully and meticulously." PT 

Giroud surmised of her editor, the very E 
Helene Lazareff, that “in her heart of hearts, sh 
never “believed that women have” any other fine 
in life except to seduce men. ... “To hold amans 0 
several men, was for her the epitome of fema 
gamesmanship.” ke 

Similarly, accomplished women like Jane Addams, t 
founder of Hull House, Rosa Bonheur, Frances Perkins, 
FDR's Secretary of Labor—to take women from i. 
professions—however much they may have found fulfil : 
ment in professional activity, were always assuring othe 
women that their true destiny lay in their relationship = 
men, whether in wifehood, motherhood, or in the home: 


From political platforms, Phyllis Schlafly, leader of tne 
anti-Equal Rights Amendment and anti-abortion move 
ment, has done the s 


and other wome 


different from “me.” ; 

What I have called the “despising of females" mant 
fests itself ubiquitously and most poignantly in the 
woman's wish for a male child. Adrienne Rich, the poet 
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and author of Of Woman Born, has recognized this pas- 
sion, as it is almost always recognized, in retrospect: 


When I first became pregnant I set my heart on a son. (In our 
childish, "acting-out" games I had always preferred the mas- 
culine roles and persuaded or forced my younger sister to act 
the feminine ones.) I still identified more with men than with 
women; the men I knew seemed less held back by self-doubt 
and ambivalence, more choices seemed open to them. I 
wanted to give birth, at twenty-five, to my unborn self . . . 
someone independent, actively willing, original.!9 


Rich observes that the woman's son is the masculine part 
of her, played out in the only acceptable way, and quotes 
the words of Ruth Benedict, before she knew she could 
not have children, before she became a renowned an- 
thropologist: 


Does this sense of personal worth, this enthusiasm for one's 
own personality belong only to great expressive souls? or to 
a mature period of life I have not yet attained? or may I 
perhaps be shut off from it by eternal law because I am a 
Woman, and lonely? It seems to me the one priceless gift of 
this life:—of all blessings on earth I would choose to have a 
man child who possessed it.!! 


The belief, clearly enough, is that true enthusiasm is so 
nonpassive a gift, that it must belong, properly, in a 
male body. Rather than watch their daughters suffer 
With such enthusiasm, or live without it, women long 
for sons. Even Mary Wollstonecraft, as Rich reports, 
Watching the passivity in the women around her, had 
een “led to imagine that the few extraordinary women 
who have rushed in eccentrical directions out of the 
Orbit prescribed to their sex, were male spirits, confined 
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by mistake in female frames"? STREE td 
"There is strong evidence, in short, that pide L rose 
women in male-dominated professions AS. ni : AoA T 
goes, male-identified. Freud and Sal bin ps hend 
have perhaps irremediably damaged that phra: & oe 
one with the sense of a sexually disoriented re s E 
someone with gender confusion. Nothing could » nt 
ther from the truth. These women accept allegiance pow 
the males of whose group they arc a part, egg on 
themselves wholly female in their sexuality and ger 
entity. T 
irem in the world of events, whether they be pi 
ministers, women psychoanalysts, Cabinet a pc 
otherwise members of a dominantly male profess! : 
have bonded with the male world they have joined, MA 
have failed to envision other women at their side. Nee 
less to say, they have not found them there. 
se J* 
In December, 1971, the tenured women in the pa 
ate Faculties of Arts and Sciences at Columbia epe =i 
met together for the first time. Not only had ee 
women never met before as a group, they had ei 
thought of themselves as a group. It may be stated ut 
certainty that the idea of such a gathering had nr " 
entered one of their minds. Tenured faculty member > ai 
either sex regarded themselves, without question. só 
members of particular departments. No other loyalty 
much as Suggested itself, apa 
allegiance to the Univ 
ened by the recent stu 
the more consery 


rt from a general ore 
ersity as a whole, a sense dde 
dent uprisings, particularly amo (0 
ative members, devoted as they were a 
se old-fashioned sense of itself was " 
om possibility. 


à : 's move" 
meeting was mine: the woman's m 
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ment had by then sufficiently caught me up—not in its 
beliefs, which I had shared, it scemed to me, from birth, 
but in its sense of the possibility of action. My colleague 
Joan Ferrante and I, having been informed by the univer- 
sity administration that they had no idea of the number 
of women on its faculty (this denial of data was the first 
of many, but probably the only honest one) had our- 
selves to discover the members of this new "group." We 
cach knew a few tenured women, and a systematic search 
through the catalogue produced the names of the others. 
Some men with ambiguous names confused us, for a 
short time. In the end we had a group of fourteen 
women, out of a tenured faculty of approximately 325. 
All these women were in their forties or beyond, except 
one, who was the youngest by at least ten years. We did 
not call upon the women professors of Barnard (the 
woman's undergraduate college of Columbia and a sepa- 
rate corporation), Teacher's College, the School of So- 
cial Work, or any of the professional schools, at that 
time, Included, however, were the faculties of Columbia 
College (no tenured women) and the School of General 
Studies, Columbia's adult undergraduate college, to 
Which over the years, tenured women had tended to be 
relegated. 
, Although I was far from realizing it at the time, I had 
in that list of fourteen names powerful evidence of the 
forces that make possible the process of female achieve- 
ment in male-dominated professions. What I also had 
Was a collection of accomplished women, few of whom 
felt anything but discomfort, in some cases acute discom- 
fort, at the thought of identifying themselves with a 

woman’s group,” or, indeed, as women at all. 

Let me repeat, once again, what I mean when I say that 
they did not identify themselves as women. I do not mean 
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what Freud or any of his followers, ge mle te ini n 
lor, would have meant. The “Freudian e iis ro —-— H 
plished women are sexually men, or al meas 
done more, I suspect, than any other pes geo il 
doom women to fear of accomplishment and se pu 
No woman I have studied had, for any -—— 1 "im 
life, any doubt of her sexuality, her “core i id el 
tity,” as it later came to be called.!3 When I say eon en 
women identified themselves as men, I "t nef 
finding no role for themselves in the accepted pc ae 
of housewife and mother, they joined the club of pi d 
sional men and became full-fledged members, sails 
cious of any diminution of that club's exalted stand pP 
That few of these fourteen women were willing 
identify themselves with women 
other w 


, or openly to ppi 
omen in overcoming disqualifications and bly 
criminations did not become evident until pipes n 
later. Our first meeting was, in any case, not a eripe 
ness-raising session in the sense that phrase would chat 
come to convey. I do not think that any pong ae 
group had ever contemplated such a process. Wha nie 
all most certainly felt, in gathering together, was ast 
ishment. 

Nothir.g of great conseque 
Session and after one Or tw 
attempt to meet as a 
vide me, howey 


nee resulted from our p 
© More tries we gave up i 
£roup. What the meetings did Pur 
cr, was my first insight into the charac p 
and backgrounds of women likely to have reached De 
fessorial rank in a Prestigious, male-dominated univ P 
sity before the an's movement was e 
the Radcliffe Institute, 2° 

the work of Margaret Henn? 
to which I shall return in 


: at the 
a moment, I realized - aes 
facts about these fourteen seemed to say a good 
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about the woman as outsider—both as unconventional 
American girl and as a member of some group apart 
from the central culture. 

With one exception, herself almost a member of what 
was to become a "feminist" generation, all these women 
were born between 1912 and 1929, and matured in the 
thirties and forties. No feminist force supported them in 
their ambitions and endeavors. They met as individuals, 
and as individuals they had arrived in the position so to 
meet, each on her own. 

All but one of these fourteen women had what Patricia 
Albjerg Graham has called “close ties to another cultural 
heritage," 14 More than half of them had not been born 
in the United States, but had come to this country after 
early childhood, or later. Of the five who had been born 
in the United States, two had close family ties to a Euro- 
pean heritage, and two were Jewish. Only one was a 
"typical" American, born in the western United States of 
Parents who were themselves the children of Protestant 
forebears born on this continent. 

AL least eleven of the fourteen women came from all- 
girl families. Six were only children; the seventh had a 
brother eight years older. Six of those from all-girl fami- 
lies were the eldest. 

lhe significance of these facts is illuminated by Marga- 
Tet Hennig's work.!5 Hennig set out to study women in 
high managerial positions in the business world (an em- 
phatically male domain) who had a continuous work his- 
tory and held, at the time of investigation, a current 
position at a high level, without kinship ties to the owner- 
ship of the firm. The women chosen for the study were 
ed in oe or business considered “feminine,” 

€ cosmetics industry. 

Of the women Hennig studied a// were first born, or 
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T >from 
virtually in the situation of the first deae. poses 
an all-girl family. In other words, each = en 
women was in a position to be chosen by ae ve All of 
"son," since no boy was present to fill that " e u with 
these women had extremely close relations p: sale" 
their fathers, enjoyed with him excursions into oci 
worlds, and were continually involved with him lia ead 
ties conventionally described as "masculine." 'I ie A nds 
was the role model; the mother, while regarded fied 
affection, was tolerated as "a mother" in a em ite 
way: the daughter had no intention of repeating UN Lind 
tern of life. They did not have to accept the fact e 
being girls, they "necessarily took second place me 
order of things.” They had, as children, a strong P wich 
ence for adults, and a certain lack “of interaction hink 
children their own age." The major struggle was te ai 
of themselves as girls, yet successful and pe ae 
though they developed so-called masculine mo fe- 
they did not abandon definitions of themselves as 
male. 


à are - they 
Like other women of achievement, they found 
"didn't like women on gene 


didn't like to be with women. 
uncomfortable, but I 
thought they were stupi 
the same about me!”16 
The differences betw 
Columbia group are pe 


ral principles. ‘That 
They made me feel vel? 
also disapproved of Latt? 
d and I always thought they 


. . the 
cen the Hennig group uum n 
rhaps worth noting. The me y 
women, born between 1910 and 1915, were more HK” 


ne aati 
to have felt the breezes, if not the winds, of an ear” 
feminist movement, The 


y were all, in addition, born 7 
the United States of upwardly aspiring middle-cla^ 
families. None of the Hennig women married until p2 a 
her middle thirties, and none had children, though so? 
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did acquire stepchildren. Of the Columbia women, ten 
were married, and most of these had children. That dif- 
ference reflects, I think, the differing patterns of profes- 
sional success in the business and the academic world. In 
the business world, Hennig’s women all rose with the aid 
ofa mentor: some man in a position sufficiently powerful 
to promote the interests of the woman manager had 
helped her individually in her rise. The necessity of the 
woman's devoting all her time and attention to her work, 
and to that mentor, precluded marriage. 

In the academic world, I believe, there is typically no 
such close relationship of mentor and woman follower. 
(I preclude the woman who becomes the mistress of a 
professor who then promotes her career; such things 
happen, but not in any of these cases.) The demands of 
the academic life, while exigent, are so ina different way. 
Although I have discussed none of this with any of the 
women concerned, I believe that marriage and mother- 
hood permitted academic women at that time (spanning 
the postwar marriage and baby boom) to feel more com- 
fortable with their unusual accomplishments and status 
in the academic world. Perhaps equally important, the 
flexible daily schedule of academic work more easily ac- 
commodated family life. As one of the fourteen women 
Who married and had children, I must be suspected, of 
Course, simply of projecting what I now recognize as my 
©wn past needs upon the histories of these other women. 

It seems evident, from the statistics available to me 
about the Columbia women, that a foreign background 
frequently provided the impetus toward achievement in 

merica, even if the American culture did not then en- 
UN such achievement for girls. The importance of the 
ather to the child's life, an importance made possible by 
the lack of male children in the family, may be a common 
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factor in the Columbia group, as it surely is in Hennig 5 
sample. Since I have spoken about their lives with only 
two of the Columbia women, and these two are, after all, 
friends, I cannot be certain what role fathers played in 
the lives of the others. However, in the case of the twe 
American-born Columbia women who were Jews, their 
fathers certainly served as role models. 


I was one of the American-born Jewish women; to me: 
my father was the only possible role model. I had i? 
common with Hennig's women the emotional support i 
my mother in the struggle toward autonomy. althoug? 
her life, like that of women generally, seemed to ne 
utterly beyond contemplation as a possible destiny for 
me. I realize now that I never really wanted to we 
about my father's childhood, just as he never WERE 
until after my mother's death, to talk about it, because ! 
was something we both conceived of M 
left behind. That we knew, intellectually, the impossibil- 
ity of this is, of course, beside the point. Yet what ope" 
ated for us both, I now see, was a sense of being able t° 
change life now. Adrienne Rich, many years later, form 
lated this conviction for us: E 


as past, Ovcercc 


If I cling to circumstances I could feel 
not responsible, Only she 


: who says 
she did not choose, 


is the loser in the end. 

vi "op ner Neier ceased blaming circumstances for Bs 

iind course, she was right: women were left with lide 

choice. Eventually they must learn o deese nd ti 

children choose. As I understand my father had chose”: 
I never knew my father’s family. The strangeness e^ 

this did not 9ccur to me unti] mati fears later. Mý fathe™ 
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in fact, deliberately chose to separate me from the condi- 
tions and influences from which he had already sepa- 
rated himself. Can I convey his sense of the ignorance 
and superstition that surrounded him in childhood? 
When his father died in Russia, my father, a child of four 
with a grieving mother, was continually asked by the 
village women: "What have you done to your father?" 
He wished to give me, and provide for himself, distance 
from the crudity and despair of such beginnings. He 
Supported his mother all her life, as well as his youngest 
sister when she required help. 

His two oldest sisters required no help, then or later. 
When Fanny was fourteen and Mollie twelve, they had 
come alone to this country to earn the passage money for 
their mother, their younger sister Mary, and the baby, 
my father. I have never been able to grasp what that task 
required of them in the way of courage and determina- 
tion, They earned money sewing for the Manhattan Shirt 
Company, starting each at the wage of $2.50 a week. 
From this they saved enough for tickets to be sent back 
to Russia. Fanny and Mollie supported the family until 
my father took over that responsibility when he was four- 
teen, 

When my father underwent an operation later in life, 

€ asked me to be sure to “take care of Fanny,” though 
I had never met her. She was the last of his sisters to 
Survive, though the oldest. His grautude to her, for mak- 
ing his life in America possible, never abated. 
Wu my mother agrced to marry my father—he was 

‘tly in love, I suspect both with her and her mother 
P was, as she often told me, against the advice of her 
Becr a who said my father's mother was crazy. 
Sii y his mother was depressed and lonely, as well as 

etess of her appearance. She spoke only Yiddish, and 
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loved her son above all else. Out of some sense of self- 
preservation, he broke that emotional bond early. At 
seventeen he had a mustache (which he has kept all his 
life) and he called himself twenty-one, to get a job requir- 
ing that age; thereafter he was legally four vears older 
than his actual age. He waited until the correct actual age 
to begin to collect social security, and only straightened 
the matter out very late in life, after my mother had died. 

Mary, his youngest sister, had clearly been very bright, 
as he was, and her teacher had come to the home one day 
to try to persuade the mother not to permit the child to 
leave school and go to work. She climbed the stairs to a 
small, attic apartment to find a mother who could not 
speak English and a boy of ten. My father always remem- 
bered the look in her eyes as she took in the hopelessness 
of the situation. After a few minutes, she retreated. I 
think that lost opportunity haunted my father and may 
explain in some part the complete support he always 
offered me in any professional or educational pursuit. 

My father himself suffered in school as a child, 
whether because he was Jewish or for other reasons is 
not clear. As a very small boy, perhaps in Europe (this 
I heard from my mother) he had been sent to board at 
a school run by a rabbi. He was starved and lonely. The 
experience filled him with disdain for institutionalized 
religions, including Judaism, which never really left 
him, though it became less emotion-laden in later 
years. Schooling was another matter. In America and in 
public school, aged about six, he rapidly learned En- 
glish and earned money teaching it to older men. He 
was brilliant at mathematics always, and one teacher 
corrected the other students’ papers simply by compar- 
ing them to his. Once he made a mistake and she was 
furious with him. He learned from that the unforgiv- 
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able: to fail expectations, however unreasonable. 

Twice he was put back by a sadistic principal for rea- 
Sons of discipline. The first time he repeated the term, 
Sitting through the classes, and he made up the missed 
term in the summer. The second time he was disciplined 
for not staying perfectly in line while marching down the 
hall. Desperate, knowing he could not go on, he went up 
to consult a teacher who had encouraged him. "Wait 
here," she said. When she returned, an hour later, she 
assured my father that it would be all right. Years later 
my father looked her up. to express his recognition of 
her as the person who had saved him, and she remem- 
bered the incident well: she knew the principal to be a 

avy drinker, and she had threatened him with expo- 
Sure if he did not rescind the order. My father has said 
that that defeat would have broken him utterly; the occa- 
sional helping hand made his life possible. . 

At Seventeen, he left home. He worked full time, 
taught himself to be an expert typist and shorthand 
taker, for which he won a medal in a contest sponsored 
Y à typewriter company, put himself through college at 
night, and became a certified public accountant. By the 
nine ‘he was thirty, when I was born, he had become a 
Partner in a brokerage firm and made a million dollars. 

€ and my mother were surprised when she discovered 

“rself to be pregnant; my mother, the oldest of seven, 

b planned to have children. —" 
Sohe mother s family, Austrians, were, accor dde 

Me mysterious class standard always unintelligible 


a : i 

yes at a very much higher range of bone a 

deers fami "c ing her, the oldest, 
amily. For one thing, my mother, 

a s rne pe ther her 


par cen born in the United States. For ano 
so “nts, married in America, had always lived toget 
™ewhat too much so. Years later, when my mo 


her, 
ther 
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asked her mother why she had had so many children, my 
grandmother said: “I didn't know any better. For pens 
she and my grandfather slept on different floors, per Bape 
their attempt at birth control. My mother we aa 
when the youngest was born, and she was terribly 
ashamed. 


My grandmother, one of Howe's sustaining. women, 
not only ruled the household with an arm of iron, t 
kept a store to support them all, her blond, blue-cye 
husband enjoying life rather than struggling il jo 
My grandmother was one of those powerful women who 
know that they stand between their families and an out- 
side world filled with temptations to failure and shame. 
I remember her as thoroughly loving. But there can be 
no question that she impaired her six daughters for au- 
tonomy as thoroughly as if she had crippled them—more 
so. The way to security was marriage; the dread that 
stood in the way of this was sexual dalliance, hae a 
pregnancy. The horror of pregnancy in an ie itd 
girl is difficult, perhaps, to recapture now. For a Jewish 
girl not to be a virgin on marriage was failure. The male s 
rights were embodied in her lack of sexual experience, 
in the knowledge that he was the first, the owner. 

All attempts at autonomy had to be frustrated. And of 
course, my grandmother's grcatest weapon was her own 
vulnerability. She had worked hard, only her daughters 
knew how hard. She could not be comforted or repaid— 
as my mother would feel repaid—by a daughter's accom- 
plishments, only by her marriage. 

What sustained my grandmother, apart from her 
hopes for her children, was the Jewish religion. She 
donated some of her scarce funds to the homeland; she 
kept a kosher home. My grandmother welcomed her Jew- 
ish relatives, whose manners and faith appalled my 
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mother even as a small child. All about her, the gentile 
children seemed gayer, happier, less burdened with guilt 
and fear. Blond like them, she wanted to be one of them. 
Christmas seemed to her a time of joy like nothing she 
had ever experienced; in those days, merchants had not 
yet commercialized its Jewish counterpart, Hanukkah. 

From an early age, therefore, my mother identified all 
that limited her life as Judaism. She wanted desperately 
to work, was accepted for training as a nurse, but her 
mother wept that she would be ruined. My mother had 
never finished high school, a fact of which she was deeply 
ashamed, because she could not understand arithmetic, 
and had no one to ask about it. So she went off to secre- 
tarial school, becoming a skilled stenographer, but 
worked only until she was married at twenty-three. Dur- 
ing my childhood and adolescence she had few respon- 
sibilities—there was only one child, my mother "enter- 
tained” rarely, and we always had “help.” Yet the less 
she had to do, the less she did. I was left largely to care 
for myself (no doubt useful training in self-reliance). 
Even now, I cannot think of the emptiness and futility of 
my mother’s life without pain. 

In her adolescence my mother sent away for books on 
religion, what was then called “New Thought.” She was 
searching for something beyond the dogmatic beliefs of 
her family. She got a job in a bank that did not hire Jews, 
following the advice of her secretarial school teacher that 
she should not tell them she was Jewish, since she did not 
look it, and her name was anomalous. She determined 
then and there to cut herself off from everything Jewish 
and “common,” her favorite word of condemnation. She 
urged my father to change his name, but he would not 
do this, Through all his life his clients were gentile and 
knew him to be Jewish. For that reason he would never 
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work on the High Holy days. , EN 

My mother's horror of everything ie ae an 
mitigated, though Hitler prevented her from ae qpa 
ing out of the Jewish scene altogether. Even for ne An 2 
became impossible. But to the very end, if we saw l as 
sidic Jews on the streets of New York, she would "— 
on analyzing for me how horrible they looked, how ut- 
terly unattractive were their clothes and manners. — 

My mother was the only member of her family who dic 
not continue to practice Judaism, though her sisters and 
brother moved away from the Orthodox tradition in 
which they had been raised. As long as my grandmother 
lived, her children (even my mother) would prepare ko- 
sher food for her when she visited. I used to spend much 
time with my grandmother, who was for me the chiet 
loving force in my early childhood. When I was a baby; 
my mother gave her, during one of my long stays there, 
the doctor’s suggested diet for me. It contained bacon. 
My mother had assumed that the bacon would be ig- 
nored. Instead, my grandmother got a special pan, and 
burner, and cooked it for me in the cellar. 

Just before the depression, in 1928, the head of my 
father’s firm was struck down, though not killed, by a 
heart attack. My father then suffered a nervous break- 
down. Unable to function, and with numerous physical 
ailments, he was finally advised to undergo psychoanal- 
ysis. It was a last resort, undertaken with little hope, but 
after two and a quarter years of sessions five days a week, 
he was cured. It has often occurred to me that my father 
more closely resembled Freud's early patients with their 
well-marked neurotic Symptoms than those patients of 
our own time whose symptoms are less physical, more in 
the nature of deep dissatisfactions with life. Under analy- 
sis, he recognized that his guilt at his father’s death, 
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reinforced by the ignorant community of his childhood, 
was reenacted in the heart attack of his head partner. His 
psychoanalysis left him with a lasting admiration for 
Freud and a deep interest in those religions that under- 
stood the effects of the mind upon the body. 

My father’s brokerage position and wealth disap- 
peared in the depression. Left with no money or job, he 
returned to the profession of C.P.A. In 1932, he bor- 
rowed on his very large insurance policy (all that was left 
to him of his former wealth) and moved, with my mother 
and me, to New York City. It was a new start. In time, he 
remade his fortune but, unlike the typical American busi- 
nessman of that time, once he had made the amount he 
aimed for, he quit. 

For my mother, the depression was, in some sense, the 
last event in her life. She never recovered the confidence, 
tenuous at best, that financial success had offered her. 
She could not bring herself to spend money. Years later, 
when she lived on Fifth Avenue, she would walk long 
blocks east to the A & P to save small sums. She saw 
independence for a woman as money in the bank, and 
out of the generous allowances my father gave her, she 
Saved her money. When she died quite suddenly, that 
fair sum came to Té. Alas, it was as much evidence of her 
fear as of her love. 

In 1936, on my mother's fortieth birthday, her mother 
was hit by a car and died several hours later. I was ten 
years old, and evaded, through that accident, not only 
any future imperfections I might later have found in my 
grandmother, that complete figure of love, but also any 
influence toward Judaism. My grief, and my mother's, 
Was terrible. For years I dreamed of my grandmother, as 
did my mother. 

I was sent toa private school where, although many of 


60 REINVENTING WOMANHOOD 


the students were Jewish, the tone was distinctly high 
Episcopalian. My favorite davs in the year were the Jew- 
ish holidays when I, and the gentile children, were in 
school, the student body much diminished in number. 
Had I been offered three wishes, one of them, I now 
guess, would have been not to be Jewish. Like my 
mother, I enjoyed the gentile ambience, and interpreted 
the gospels in my own way. 

I was not without religious instruction. Sometime in 
the thirties my parents began attending the “Divine Sci- 
ence” Church of the Healing Christ every Sunday, and 
took me with them. At first it met in some enormous hall 
on Thirty-fourth Street, then in the Hippodrome, finally 
in Carnegie Hall. It was essentially a popular version of 
the "Ancient Wisdom,” probably not too far from the 
religious movements of today that incorporate Eastern 
religious elements. The pastor, Emmet Fox, a man of 
extraordinary power, published his books with Harper's; 
many of them are still in print, though Fox died over 
twenty years ago. Each Sunday he read a passage from 
the New Testament, we sang Protestant hymns (often 
with the verses changed to be more positive, less Calvin- 
ist in tone), and Fox would deliver a sermon taking off 
from the passage. Looking back now, I find the whole 
thing in many ways too Emersonian, too consoling. Even 
as a child, I guessed there was something not quite 
“right” about it, and told no one of "my" church—but 
not, I think, because it was not a Jewish one. Yet it must 
be said in fairness that Fox and his "higher thought" did 
much to sustain me in an anxious childhood. I com- 
municated with him only once, upon my application to 
college. I wrote to ask him whether or not I should tell 
Wellesley and Smith (the only two colleges to which I 
applied) that I was Jewish, when in fact I did not believe 
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in the religion. He wrote back that he thought I should 
tell them, and I did. Both accepted me. 

Being an outsider as a Jew made me somehow better 
able to bear, or to accept as inevitable, my status as 
outsider because I was female. Whether, had I been the 
victim of egregious anti-Semitism, I would have reacted 
in a similar way, I do not know. I suspect not. It was as 
a secret outsider that I operated, as Jew, as female. I 
pretended to be a part of two worlds, the gentile, the 
male, to neither of which I belonged. 

Malcolm Cowley has mentioned, in Exile s Return, the 
anomaly of Jewish kids from a tradition of immigration, 
labor struggles, and street gangs who write, not of those 
things, but of English abbeys they have never seen and 
nightingales they have never heard. All this has changed, 
50 that when reading American Jewish fiction today, one 
longs occasionally for a nightingale. But even at the time, 
I used to wonder, did Cowley understand the literary 
impulse behind all those Keatsian endeavors? Perhaps 1t 
was mainly imitative and snobbish: not only did this seem 
lo be “real” poetry, but clearly it was the "literary, 
“gentlemanly” way of life. No doubt my mother and I 
Were unduly attracted to it, but it seemed so refreshing 
a change from the worrying, self-pitying passion of the 
Jews. It would be many years—for not even the Wellesley 
experience taught me this truth—untl I discovered the 
essential deadness at the heart of “proper” Anglo-Saxon 
demeanor. Sometime in the sixties the word WASP be- 
came, for perhaps the first ume in history, à pad 
Word, and as I came to understand its coldness I stoo 
amazed, as before a great revelation. = 

In some way, my mother knew this. She had a wor 
“goyish” which she used, very much en famille, for every- 
thing tasteless, in the sense of without savor, without 
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gusto, in life. She particularly applied this word to food: 
peas and creamed chicken, salad with cut-up celery in it, 
but in fact she meant anything washed out or lacking in 
vigor. She admired Gertrude Stein long before that be- 
came fashionable, mostly because she "led her own life," 
partly because, although Jewish, Stein had repudiated 
what my mother called “all that Jewish nonsense," and 
partly, I think, because Stein was vigorous and warm, not 
a WASP. 

In some sense, those young Jewish poets of whom 
Cowley spoke were rootless and seemed, in their longing 
for quiet, discretion, and an orderly world, to have found 
the roots they would have chosen, given a choice, in the 
Anglican tradition. Maurice Schwartz in his book The 
Gentleman and the Jew did, indeed, contrast the two tradi- 
tions, but in favor of the Jewish. I read the book and was 
left amazed that there was any question open: the gentle- 
man, the Greek was clearly the more desirable alterna- 
tive. Did I, even then, guess that the Greek, the gentle- 
manly, English tradition, at least allowed for the 
possibility of bringing women into the mainstream of the 
culture? 

The connection between Jewishness, feminism, and 
rootlessness is worth pursuing. My mother was not alone 
in her break away from Jewishness, her sense that Jewish- 
ness was exactly what held the Jewish mother confined 
in her "sustaining" role. I am certain that it was my 
grandmother's orthodoxy, her acceptance of her role as 
server, that, in my mother's eyes, imprisoned her and her 
daughters. In Ulysses only Leopold Bloom is cosmopoli- 
tan as opposed to rooted, and Bloom's androgynous or 
womanly nature 1s not unconnected with this. 

For a short time after college, I was given the chance 
to learn about Conservative Judaism at first hand. I was 
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offered a job at the Jewish Theological Seminary as the 
coordinator of a radio program they were producing. 
Since it reflects more upon me than upon them, I readily 
admit that I found both the rabbis and the rabbinical 
students in that institution highly distasteful. I hated 
them and myself for hating them, equally. Two pivotal 
Occasions, both having to do with the elevator, will illus- 
trate my problem. I and one of the young rabbis one day 
Waited for the elevator, which was self-service. It arrived: 
at that moment, if someone did not open the outer door 
of the elevator, it would leave. I, a well-brought up young 
lady, waited for the man to open the door. He, a Con- 
Servative Jew, waited for the woman to open it. The 
elevator departed. On another occasion, in the elevator, 
One rabbi told another that the president of the Seminary 
had just had a granddaughter. “What did they name 
her?" he was asked. "Who thinks of names for girls?” he 
shrugged. I handed in my resignation that afternoon. 
A high administrator who liked my work asked me why 
I was leaving. Although I was not a practicing Jew, he 
hoped to keep me in the fold. Perhaps he liked the tone 
us thought I added; the work I did was chiefly with non- 
Jewish people and institutions. I decided to be frank with 
im and told him the story about the granddaughter s 
Name. There followed from him a long explanauon 
about the different roles the Jews had for men and 
Women. True, women could perform none of the reli- 
8lous functions; their job at home was t00 important for 
them to waste their time on that. But they were honored 
equally with men. : 
I knew this not to be true, and I think he knew 1t. 
Indeed, he told me more than he intended. I discovered 
that to a Jew women are, in fact, seen as vile—there 15 no 
Other word. I asked a secretary for the rules for keeping 
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a Jewish home and studied them. The horror with which 
a Jewish woman was to respond to a vaginal discharge 
from her body exceeded even my expectations. I re- 
signed not only from the Seminary, but from the Jewish 
religion. As the least feminist of beliefs, excepting only 
the Moslem, Judaism had handed me the excuse I 
needed.!7 

The religion from which I did not resign was that 
“Ageless Wisdom” in which my father believed. Perhaps 
the most important aspect of this which he passed on to 
me was his conviction of the efficacy of will and destiny. 
You could do what you set yourself to do. More than 
that, in that secret part of the self where faith resides, he 
was convinced that there was a pattern to the world. 
Somewhere those, more evolved and wiser, watched and 
helped us; inevitably one’s goodness was somewhere un- 
derstood and noticed. He would not, for he is a highly 
intelligent man, have put his faith that naively, but so it 
came through to me. The idea, therefore, that I was 
destined to accomplish "something" was never far from 
me. Certainly this idea carried greater weight than the 
world’s opinion that women were expected to accom- 
plish nothing in the wider sphere. 

None of the other fourteen tenured women at Co- 
lumbia in 1971, it is safe to guess, had enacted a life 
resembling mine; the very idea might shock and disturb 
them. For one thing, I have the sense, that their origins 
were socially "higher" than mine, that they would never 
have thought of themselves as "scraped off the Lower 
East Side," and certainly they would not have thought so 
with pride, as I do. My Gatsby sense of self-creation, 
acquired from my father, is not, as far as I know, shared 
by any of them. 


They resemble me, however, in being separate, clearly 
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distinguishable from their cohort or generation. For 
most of them, foreign birth alone proclaims that distinc- 
tion. It never occurred to one of them that she was not 
“somebody.” Perhaps I was also alone in rejecting, in my 
mother, the ideas of gentility and impeccable taste as the 
assurance of status. I have a sense that my mother's 
terrible failure, as I saw it, and more importantly, as she 
saw it, helped to make me more feminist than most other 
women of my generation. 

It has only been in recent years, since my mother's 
death, that I have been able to understand her suffering 
or, more exactly, as I have learned from the work of the 
theologian Dorothee Soelle, her failure to experience 
Suffering. My mother's life, and the lives of all those 
Mothers whose destinies seemed to their daughters 1m- 
Possibly confined, can, I now believe, be seen with partic 
ue Clarity in the light of Soelle's work on suffering. 
There are two forms of suffering, the first with the passiv- 
ity of quiet endurance, the second, as a form of change, 
à mode of becoming.!8 Soelle has said that "the more a 
Person perceives his suffering as a natural part of life, the 
EE his self esteem. . . . To be caught up in one role, 
sahen flexibility, predisposes one to suffer."1? Women 

ave, on the whole, been unable to see the possibility of 
change in their suffering, often to the point of not even 
ing able, or willing, to articulate their pain. This 1s 
€cause their role in life, as nurturer, supporter. help- 
Mate seemed ordained, and therefore impossible to 
transform, Indeed, such a transformation might appear 
to challenge the divine order, if one saw the acceptance 
of one's lot as religious submission. Such a view 15 what 
e: calls Christian (one might add, Jewish) masoch- 
m. 


T . 
In addition to this, the woman as sufferer, where sh 
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is not part of a generally debased population (as in put- 
ertv or war—though here, she will always be more 
debased than her male counterparts, more used, more 
humiliated), will, even in desolate bitterness, see within 
her destiny the possibility of loving. If she deserts a bru- 
tal husband, can she as well desert her children? And if 
the husband is not brutal, but simply without imagina- 
tion as to her need for change or for a destiny of her own, 
still, in convincing herself that she loves, she convinces 
herself that her own suffering is of secondary impor- 
tance. Further, if a person perceives herself as chosen by 
another human being, a man, she is thereby disabled 
from seeing herself as chosen by destiny, by the process 
of becoming. Men, in choosing women to marry, provide 
them with a destiny. Women, even if they choose the 
men (as Elizabeth Bennet in Jane Austen’s Pride and Pre- 
udice "chose" Darcy), choose only to be chosen. From 
then on, any change will be not sought but thrust upon 
them. This state, if not slavery, is not freedom. : 
Soelle has set forth what she calls the three phases of 
suffering. Although she did not deal specifically with the 
situation of women, I think her model accurately de- 
scribes their mental states. Let me suggest how it might 
apply. Phase one is mute, speechless suffering, marked 
by isolation, domination by the situation, and the inabil- 
ity to organize objectives. The sufferer in this phase sees 
her proper action as submissiveness and powerlessness. 
Most women throughout the world, even if they are not 
abject victims of poverty or violence, live in this phase, 
tending, if any perception is allowed them, toward a 
sensation of meaninglessness. 
Phase two is the state of articulation. This phase 15 
achieved by women only rarely, and then only in highly 
industrialized countries, though in larger numbers dur- 
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ing periods of feminism. In phase two the sufferer 
becomes aware, and able to speak, to express her 
despair, to communicate. She is able to analyze the 
situation in which she suffers. Clearly, this phase is 
equivalent, in a period of feminism, to the conscious- 
ness-raising groups, the development of interchange, 
the breaching of isolation. The third phase, the one 
reached by more than individual and scattered women 
only in a period of high feminism, is that in which actual 
change is accomplished: it is marked by solidarity of the 
sufferers, by common recognition of and agreement 
about objectives, and by organizing to reach them 
through the conquest of powerlessness. 

Probably women are the only large group of the op- 
pressed who over the centuries have remained in phase 
one. They do so both for the reasons mentioned, and 
also because so many of them, whether on account of 
male identification or misguided notions of submission, 
have successfully avoided articulation, have not even 
conceived change. Unlike other slaves and oppressed 
people, they have rarely, in Western countries, been in 
the desperate position of having nothing to lose. Articu- 
lation and change would both necessitate risking objects 
of their love and perhaps the state of being depended 
upon, of being needed. Women have tended not to rec- 
ognize the pain inherent in lack of selfhood, or, if they 
recognize it to the extent of responding with general 
depression and despair, they have been unable to articu- 
late it.?? It is important to realize that the crucial phase 
for the majority of women is not three, but two, and it 
is here that women have notoriously failed: they have not 
been able to articulate their pain except in periods of 
feminism, and then often with little solidarity and much 
opposition from other women. 
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Why do women resist recognizing their own suffering 
or feel guilty if they do perceive it and fail to articulate 
it? Soelle would say that they exist in a state of apathy, 
protected from the realization of suffering, and the expe- 
rience of pain. To perceive their own suffering would be 
to open them to other suffering, to rob them of the 
protection they have carefully built up against the expe- 
rience of pain. Women have avoided adventure, risk, and 
opportunity because they have been taught that suffer- 
ing, the shaking loose of the comfortable foundations of 
one’s life, must be avoided at all costs. 

If I look back on my mother's life, at least in the years 
when I shared it, I can see it as entirely organized to 
avoid suffering, her own or others’. The degree to which 
she managed to insulate herself against the pain in the 
world was extraordinary. But she insulated herself 
against more than that: against any damage to her furni- 
ture, by rarely inviting guests to her house; against the 
possibility of failure, by following no endeavor past the 
first enthusiasms; against the loss of money, though she 
could well have spared it; and against trust, for it would 
probably be betrayed. 

I remember her despair, her depression, more vividly 
than any experience in my life, certainly I felt it more 
palpably than anything else in my childhood. Yet articu- 
lation was beyond her. She knew that she ought to be 
doing something, working at something, but her fear of 
being taken advantage of, of perhaps having to fight, to 
be sneered at, to fail, was too great. And then, it might 
be revealed that she had never finished high school. By 
the time I discovered this last fear, and tried to persuade 
her that it was no longer an insurmountable obstacle, 
and certainly not a matter of shame, it was far too late. 

Yet, to anyone seeing her, she seemed the most fortu- 
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nate of women. Certainly she must have seemed so to 
many people in the depression, to her sisters, to my 
grandmother. She was beautiful, rich, lived elegantly, 
attended lectures and museums, had a husband who was 
utterly devoted (in his way), and a child. Three times 
before the war she went off to Europe on a cruise. My 
father refused to travel; I now suppose because the 
trauma of the original migration was still before him, or 
possibly because he did not want to apply for a passport 
and have the date of his birth investigated (though that 
is only supposition). I was sent to camp from a very early 
age, six I think, and one year my mother was in Europe 
and did not visit me. Children pitied me because my 
mother never came, but I can remember, miserable as I 
was, being happy for her—that she was some place where 
she might find laughter. Only circumstances might have 
freed her—my father’s death, absolute poverty—proba- 
bly not even these. 

The avoidance of pain, of suffering: this has been seen 
especially to mark American life, and it particularly 
marks those women who, at the height of the 1965-75 
woman’s movement, fought its advance. They feared 
above all the loss of dependence and the discovery of a 
realm of choice where suffering is possible, even likely. 

Until the woman’s movement began to change matters 
in the 19605, it is fair to say that many American women 
suffered what Simone Weil called “affliction.” Weil iden- 
tified affliction as having physical, psychological, and so- 
cial dimensions, an essential condition being that pain 
must strike in all of these.?! 

From Freud's earliest patients, it is clear that the 
women's pain has not only a psychological but a physical 
aspect. Whether marked by headaches, paralysis, what- 
ever—physical effects are clear in women in depression. 
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The social dimensions of affliction, of course, are the 
most pervasive: suggesting to women that any revolution 
against their lot is unnatural, to be punished by expul- 
sion, isolation, displacement, hunger. It is well to be 
clear about this. Cole Porter, for example, suffered from 
pain, the result of a riding accident. But this is not afflic- 
tion, for both psychologically and socially, he prevailed. 
Virginia Woolf suffered from recurrent bouts of mad- 
ness, but this is not affliction, because both socially and 
physically she functioned well, if intermittently. Richard 
Wright suffered from social pain, but was able, physically 
and psychologically, to endure it and, by turning it into 
art, to prevail over it and, in part, end it. 

To mention Simone Weil is to be reminded of the 
obloquy to which women are subjected if they deny 
themselves the arts thought necessary to their true na- 
ture, their *womanliness." Weil refused to adorn herself 
in any way, refused to allow herself the pride in fashiona- 
ble dress which, appearing natural, can, nonetheless be 
the mark of women's slavery, as is the harem. 

Adrienne Rich has recently enunciated the source of 
this disguise that Weil, and only a very few others, con- 
sistently shunned. We, as women, Rich writes, 


have been expected to lie with our bodies; to bleach, redden, 
unkink or curl our hair, pluck eyebrows, shave armpits, wear 
padding in various places or lace ourselves, take little steps 
glaze finger and toe nails, wear clothes that emphasize our 
helplessness.?? 


Lying, with one's body and one's words is, among the 
oppressed, a dreadful necessity. Outsiders must often lie 


to survive. Only women, I think, have also consistently 
lied to themselves. 


Women Writers and 


Female Characters: 


The Failure of Imagination 


Women writers, like successful women in male- 
dominated professions, have failed to imagine autono- 
mous women characters. With remarkably few excep- 
tions, women writers do not imagine women characters 
with even the autonomy they themselves have achieved. 
There is a distinction that must be made here: Margaret 
Drabble's wish not to be identified with, or confined 
within, the category of woman's writer" (to make it as 
a writer, you must be a man's writer—what could be 
clearer than that?) is connected with women's inability to 
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imagine women characters, but is not identical with it. 
Drabble here speaks not as an artist, but like the winners 
of the Rhodes Scholarships, like one of those who, hav- 
ing achieved a post rare for a woman, denies it is because 
she is female. 

The failure of women writers to imagine female selves 
as characters is a more profound failure, though it has 
been recognized as a phenomenon only in the twentieth 
century. Thus Simone de Beauvoir explains that her 
novel The Mandarins was to contain “all of myself.” Yet 
even in this novel she cannot, she knows, create a posi- 
tive heroine. “Anna,” she writes, "hasn't the autonomy 
that has been bestowed upon me by a profession which 
means so much to me." Anna "lives the relative life of a 
secondary being; Henri resembles me more than Anna 
does."! 

Beauvoir had discovered what I also have observed: 
one can act, sometimes shocking oneself at one's cour- 
age, or audacity. One lives with the terror, the knowl- 
edge of mixed motives and fundamental conflicts, the 
guilt—but one acts. Yet women writers (and women 
politicians, academics, psychoanalysts) have been unable 
to imagine for other women, fictional or real, the self 
they have in fact achieved. Jane Austen cannot allow her 
heroines her own unmarried, highly accomplished des- 
tiny. Women writers, in short, have articulated their 
pain. But they cannot, or for the most part have not, 
imagined characters moving, as the authors themselves 
have moved, beyond that pain. 

Woman's most persistent problem has been to dis- 
cover for herself an identity not limited by custom or 
defined by attachment to some man. Remarkably, her 
search for identity has been even less successful within 
the world of fiction than outside it, leaving us until very 
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recently with a situation largely unchanged for more 
than two millenia: men writers have created women char- 
acters with autonomy, with a self that is not ancillary, not 
described by a relationship—wife, mother, daughter, 
mistress, chief assistant. Women writers, however, when 
they wished to create an individual filling more than a 
symbiotic role, projected their ideal of autonomy onto a 
male character, leaving the heroines to find their role in 
subservience, or change of name, or both. 

The reasons for this are complex, and I do not sup- 
pose myself to have named them all: the naming, how- 
ever, I will postpone for a moment to allow myself to 
follow the literary process by which women writers reject 
or abandon the autonomous woman character. 

Casting about her for a fictional character in whom to 
embody what has come to be called “the search for iden- 
tity,” the woman writer is as lost in her creative imagina- 
tion as she is in life for a knowledge of the process by 
which a woman could achieve identity, or of what the 
result might be if she did. Her creative imagination will 
fail her even when life, in her own case, does not. She 
therefore projects upon a male character the identity and 
experience for which she searches, leaving to male au- 
thors the creation of female characters who might well be 
called “heroes.” 

Male writers, meanwhile, create women characters 
who achieve a sense of their own selfhood, their own free 
sense of choosing. Life to these fictional young women 
presents itself as, in James’s words, ‘“‘dazingly livable.” 
They expend energy in the search for a self, these 
woman creations of male novelists: Thackeray’s Becky 
Sharp, James’s Kate Croy, Lawrence’s Ursula Brangwin, 
Gissing’s heroines, Meredith’s heroines, Hardy’s her- 
oines, Forster’s heroines, and on from there. It was not 
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a bold female poet, but Walt Whitman who wrote of 
women: 


They are tanned in the face by shining suns and 
blowing winds 

Their flesh has the old divine suppleness and strength 

They know how to swim, row, ride, wrestle, shoot, 
run, strike, retreat, advance, resist, defend themselves. 

They are ultimate in their own right—they are calm, 
clear, well-possessed of themselves. 


Not all male writers, it need hardly be said, create 
"women heroes." The American male writer, with few 
exceptions, has not done so: as in American men gener- 
ally, the fear of the loss of masculinity is so extreme that 
any recognition ofa feminine self is unbearably threaten- 
ing. Among major American writers, before Henry 
James, only one male, Hawthorne, ever achieved the cre- 
ation of an autonomous female character, and he was 50 
terrified by what he had done that he spent the rest of his 
life in fear. European male writers do not all, of course, 
create great women characters, any more than all women 
writers are concerned with identity or the challenging of 
the conventional female role. Nonetheless, it is extraor- 
dinary how many male writers have created autonomous 
women characters and how few women writers, awake to 
the question, have found it possible to resist the creation 
of men instead. 

An extremely successful and popular woman novelist 
whose career perfectly demonstrates the woman writer's 
deep need to affirm the patriarchal structure is Mary 
Renault. Like other women writers, but more openly, 
and to a wider audience, she reveals an author fascinated 
with male wholeness, unable to conceive of power as 


THE FAILURE OF IMAGINATION 75 


passing from males in fiction, as it has not passed in life. 
Renault's early novels, written before her discovery of 
the all-male Greek world, display awareness of the prob- 
lem of female autonomy. Yet the struggle is apparently 
too fundamental for a woman writer, requiring too much 
of the imagination. Only male writers, it would seem, 
having undergone one identity crisis, can, in the creation 
of female characters, risk another. 

Renault is commonly mentioned as a writer with a 
strong interest in homosexuality; certainly her concern 
with this subject has been present from the beginning 
and honestly handled in advance of the new permissive- 
ness. But the history of her novels is, more profoundly, 
the history of a woman writer's struggle to present ideal 
loves and destinies without the terrible burden of female 
dependence. 

Her six earliest novels had contemporary English set- 
tings. The first, Promise of Love, is, like many that follow, 
set in a hospital: Renault, after Oxford, trained to bea 
nurse. Look-alike brother and sister, with ambiguous 
names in the manner of Rose Macaulay, are loved by the 
same man. In the end the brother dies, the sister marries 
the man and conventionally longs for a baby and her 
husband's professional success. Renault's second novel, 
Kind Are Her Answers, embarrassingly bad, is also dull 
because trite; the women are tiresome stereotypes. The 
third novel, The Middle Mist, frankly and courageously 
presents female homosexuality; yet any chance for fe- 
male autonomy in these characters is muted. The central 
male character is hopelessly idealized, and the women 
are not, as he is, devoted to their professions; they are 
merely competent, seeing their jobs as compromises. 

Return to Night is, at first, more promising. The central 
character is a woman doctor, ambitious and willing to 
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face the demands of her profession, higher for a woman. 
She, however, falls in love with a much younger man and 
discovers a need to sacrifice herself to him: “ ‘You're not 
suggesting I should give up my work? It means as much 
to me as acting does to you.’ As she spoke she realized, 
with a muffled astonishment, that this statement had be- 
come wholly untrue.” Her final capitulation to Ais des- 
tiny and her love for him are absolute, even though she 
knows he will eventually tire of her: 


Hilary, for her part, was recalling the ambitions and the in- 
dignations which had seemed important to her a year or two 
ago. It was as if somebody had repeated to her a very old 
joke, of which she had only just seen the point. How anxious 
she had been to prove that she could get an appointment 
over David's head! To do this, it had seemed, would prove 
something or other about women and men. It was excruciat- 
ingly funny to think she might have got it—or the presidency 
of the College of Surgeons, for that matter—only to find 
herself exactly where she now was. The hard core for a femi- 
nist to bite on had, after all, been something as simple as this. 
: - Now for the first time it was borne in on her, like a piece 
of news, that being a woman was a fact about which abso- 
lutely nothing could be done. She had spent so long in battle 


with non-essentials; the essential had stolen up on her un- 
aware. 


Is it any wonder that, with such a view of woman's inevi- 
table destiny as subservient passion, Renault should 
have looked for action to the world of men alone? Espe- 
cially since she tended to see men as victimized by the 
love of women. 

North Face, the fifth novel, is again conventional, with 
stereotyped women (to which the “old maid" figure has 
been added) and intense friendships between men. 
These friendships turn to sexual love in The Charioteer, 
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her final English novel. Taking its title from The Phaedrus, 
this novel relegates annoying women characters to 
minor roles and explores problems of relationships with 
a cast of males. The hero thinks of women as Nazis and 
dreams of Athens. Deciding not to live with his lover, he 
thinks: *He wants to be brave for me too; and no one can 
do that.” Every woman should aspire to that sentence, 
but Renault could not imagine one doing so. 

The Last of the Wine, set in ancient Greece, freed her 
imagination from the necessity of sex stereotypes, not 
because women had different roles in ancient Greece, 
but because they could be conceived as having no roles 
at all. The lovers in this book refer to women simply as 
property, as in the Ten Commandments. Renault found 
herself free to play out ideals of love and destiny with no 
concessions to the troublesome female struggle for iden- 
tity. Oddly, boys took the place of the girls of pre-World 
War I England, with tutors instead of governesses to 
protect them from lascivious males. Xantippe is twice 
confirmed in her shrewishness, though neither Plato nor 
Xenophon gives any basis for this long tradition. Like the 
brilliant women who worked with Freud, like women 
Freudian analysts since, like most successful women in 
Past years, Renault became an apologist for female sub- 
servience. The lovers speak to one another: 


Tell me this, Lysis; where do you think the soul goes when 
we die? 

Who has come back to tell us? Perhaps, as Pythagoras 
taught, into the womb again. Into a philosopher if we de- 
served it, or a woman if we were weak; or a beast or bird if 
we failed altogether to be men. 


The King Must Die reaches back to the legend of The- 
seus, who sets out deliberately to overthrow women rul- 
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ers, the worship of female gods, and the male role of 
consort to the Queen. Yet when Theseus sails for Crete 
with his team of boy and girl bull dancers, he conceives 
of the girls as an integral, essential part of the team s 
success: they achieve equality and even esteem as ath- 
letes. Renault seems to move, given the possibility within 
her material of such an interpretation, toward the crea- 
tion of women of achievement. . 

The Bull from the Sea, the sequel, provides Renault's 
only attempt at a major autonomous woman character. 
The myth of the Amazons gave her Hippolyte. Yet the 
equality Hippolyte finds as Theseus’s consort is a gift 
from him; their “marriage” is one of equals, which he 
can allow since his male dominance has been estab- 
lished. Perhaps this would seem a prophetic scheme, 
looking forward, with hope, toward a possible future 
when men might no longer have to prove themselves and 
women might develop high skills. Alas, Hippolyte ends 
as “a woman to the last,” sacrificing herself in the place 
of her husband, in an insistence upon self-immolation 
that he recognizes as in conflict with his destiny. Much 
might have been hoped for from Renault's one wholly 
heterosexual hero. Yet here again, the creation of a 
woman hero is deflected; the unusual destiny of an indi- 
vidual refusing the stereotyped role is given to Hip- 
polytus, who is safely male. Interestingly, Antigone 1$ 
twice deprecated in this novel, as Xantippe had earlier 
been. 

The Mask of Apollo, recreating the acting profession in 
the third century B.c., demonstrates prophetically for 
literature that the creation of women roles, that high art, 
is the proper work of men. Again there is what would 
have been, between a man and woman, an idealized 
"marriage" between actors. The only female is one of 
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two historical women students in Plato’s academy. Axio- 
thea confides to the hero her grief at not being able to 
go to war with the male students: 


I must have done wrong in my last life on earth, and this is 
the punishment I chose when my eyes were opened. So I 
ought to bear it patiently, and hope for better next time. But, 
oh, it is hard. 


Renault finds it easy to agree with Plato in his epigraph 
to Dion, that all women are "spun into the dark web on 
the day of their birth." 

The novels about Alexander, Fire from Heaven and The 
Persian Boy, return again to an all-male world of armies, 
where women are raped and murdered. The role of "'fe- 
male" lover is played by the Persian eunuch who, though 
idealized in the degree of servitude he offers Alexander, 
can assert his manliness by accompanying the army on 
the campaigns. 

It is, obviously, ungrateful to criticize Renault in the 
face of her considerable accomplishment: her novels are 
readable and intelligent, and they create with great imag- 
ination a past world. Should we ask that she create a 
possible future world also? Yet we cannot help but notice 
that many women novelists, Renault among them, have 
themselves achieved an autonomy they deny their her- 
omes. 

Equally indicative of the female urge toward the de- 
struction and denial of female destiny is the woman nov- 
elist who manages to achieve an autonomous woman 
character in perhaps one or two novels, and then relin- 
quishes the central role to men. Willa Cather is such an 
author. Like many modern women writers, she used a 
male protagonist in her first novel, but with her second 
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novel, O Pioneers!, she found a woman hero. “In his 
daughter," Cather writes, 


John Bergson recognized the strength of will, and the 
simple direct way of thinking things out, that had charac- 
terized his father in his better days. He would much 
rather, of course, have seen this likeness in one of his 
sons, but it was not a question of choice. As he lay there 
day after day he had to accept the situation as it was, and 
to be thankful that there was one among his children to 
whom he could entrust the future of his family and the 
possibilities of his hard-won land. 


Her next novel, The Song of the Lark, is of a woman 
artist, a singer, Thea Kronberg, who fulfills the destiny 
of achievement. Cather recognizes the centrality of pas- 
sion to such an achievement and the necessity, harder for 
a woman, to stop giving in relationships merely for the 
sake of giving and to preserve the valuable self. Maurice 
Beebe, in his study of the artist in literature, /vory Towers 
and Sacred Founts, finds few fictional artists who sacrifice 
life entirely to their art.2 Thea Kronberg is the only €x 
ample he offers. When Thea is reproached for having 59 
little private life, she replies: 


I don't have any. Your work becomes your personal life. You 
Sremot much good until it does. It’s like being woven into 2 
big web. You can't pull away, because all your little tendrils 
are woven into the picture. It takes vou up, and uses you, and 


spins you out; and that is your life. Not much else can happe” 
to you. 


But in The Song of the Lark Cather's struggle is becoming 
evident: the prose slackens. She was later to cut the book, 
to write an apologetic preface, to worry about its form. 
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Thea Kronberg, therefore, is Cather’s last major woman 
character with a “self.” 

My Antonia, her next novel, shows us a strong and vital 
woman. But the first person narration has been given to 
a man, and the last sight we have of Antonia is trium- 
phant—as the mother of sons. (The final section is 
called, significantly, "Cuzaks' Boys.”) After My Antonia 
the struggle is over, the imagination has failed in its 
creation of women, and has shifted to male heroes. One 
of Ours, a war novel, exalts war as an experience for the 
hero, who is, needless to say, male. 4 Lost Lady shows 
women as defaced property, like the land, put to shame- 
ful uses when proper male dominance falters. The Profes- 
sors House has a male protagonist as do, of course, the 
two patriarchal Catholic novels, Death Comes for the Arch- 
bishop and Shadows on the Rock. Both of these works exalt 
the patriarchal order, and although there is a father- 
daughter relationship in Shadows on the Rock, the daugh- 
ter is a surrogate wife. She fulfills her destiny, like An- 
tonia, by providing her apothecary father with four 
grandsons—no time to waste on daughters here. 

It is extraordinarily puzzling that the identity crisis 
through which an accomplished woman author passes 
with evident success should so strongly resist imagina- 
tive recreation. As a recent critic has observed about an 
earlier, greater woman novelist: 


What is fatally hampering to George Eliot's heroines is not 
society, not even provincial society, but their own lack of 
creativity, which includes creative intellectual powers. Obsta- 
cles of all kinds are put in their way, it is true, and George 
Eliot makes us feel so sorry for them that we overlook the fact 
that in real life, given the motivation and the talent, women 
could and did overcome them. George Eliot herself. tri- 
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umphed over greater handicaps than anv of her women cha- 


racters are faced with.? 


Yet the female imagination does not falter in the crea- 
tion of male characters. Edith Wharton. for example, 
never in her fiction depicts women artists whose lives 
might reflect her own struggle. Cynthia Wolff, in her 
study of Edith Wharton, points out that the artists in 
Wharton's work "were usually men, and women appear 
as agreeable subjects for them or as more or less suffi- 
cient attendants to the muse. What profound ambiva- 
lence and fierce reticence this lifelong preoccupation 
suggests!” When, later in her career, Wharton began to 
write novels focusing on the two elements postulated by 
Freud as essential to happiness, love, and work, she “‘al- 
ways employed a male protagonist. Never a woman." 
Wolff explains that Wharton can delineate the nature of 
an ambitious woman by suggesting "what she would 
have done if she had been a man. Given that her heroine 
Was a woman, however, her ambitions “must be ren- 
dered by a series of domestic virtues." Since attractive 
and "natural" women cannot possess the “masculine” 


trait of assertiveness, it follows that any character pos- 
sessing it must be a man4 

Many women noy 
for the male hero bu 
Trilling de 


elists display a preference not only 
t also for the masculine voice. Diana 
tected such a tendency in 1965: 


Nit only te ke moet to suggest the sex of its author. 
the very pers Š an but a man who is 
most part th of depersonalization. .. . For the 

> ie present-day serious female writer echoes 
the male voices 
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Sontag’s next novel also has a male protagonist, 
and in this novel, as in the first, the female character 
is mutilated. Although Sontag has moved, in her pub- 
lished writings, into a more feminist position—and, 
indeed, her advice to women on this subject is abso- 
lutely centralé—she has not managed to create a fe- 
male protagonist. 

A preference for the masculine voice is seen even 
more clearly in the novels of Iris Murdoch. By 1976, 
she had published eighteen of them. Of these, thir- 
teen are written in the third person. Five, including 
the first, Under the Net, are written in the first person, 
always male. Although there are occasional women 
characters who do more than move, with varying de- 
grees of dependency from one love affair or marriage 
to the next, the action in the novels is heavily vested 
in the male characters. It might also be noted, paren- 
thetically, that Murdoch's male homosexuals are 
treated with considerably more range and humor than 
are her female homosexuals. 

Similarly, E. Nesbit (she always used the initial) was 
flattered to be thought a man, an impression she tried to 
confirm by writing all first-person stories in the mascu- 
line character? 

Penelope Mortimer, a fine and underesteemed novel- 
ist, might be cited as a current exception: a woman nov- 
elist, all of whose protagonists are women—indeed, 
women with many children. But in a larger sense she is 
no excepuon, for all her protagonists suffer a notable 
lack of selfhood. Only one has the single element that 
has preserved Mortimer’s own life: her work. That single 
working heroine, in My Friend Says It’s Bullet Proof, has 
been mutilated, before the book begins, by a mastec- 
tomy. 

Pauline Kael recently wondered, in print, why a 
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woman as strong as Lillian Hellman should have de- 
ferred constantly to the masculine point of view: 


In “Turtle” [one of Hellman’s autobiographical accounts 
from Pentimento | there are only two important characters— 
Hellman and Hammett, with whom she lived off and on for 
almost thirty years—and it's evident that for him strong and 
clear and definite meant masculine, while doubts and un- 
resolved feelings were weak nonsense: feminine. Lillian 
Hellman tried to write (and to live) in a way that Hammett 
would approve of; he rejected much of what she actually 
felt, and she accepted his standards. (The question of why a 
woman of such strength and, in many ways, of such ruthless 
honesty should have deferred to the judgment of a man of 
lesser gifts than her own—that's the sexual mystery that 
would make a drama.)9 


The female writer, even when writing of animals, 
seems to conceive of the love of adventure as male. Does 
not Beatrix Potter clearly prefer Peter and Benjamin to 
Flopsy, Mopsy, and Cottontail, those good bunnies, who 
stay home and behave, being female? 

Charlotte Bronté, it is true, stands as a major excep- 
tion to the pattern of failed imagination: at the culmina- 
tion of her career she created Lucy Snow in Villette, an 
autonomous woman standing alone. But, as Helene 
Moglen has shown, the heroines in Bronté’s earliest 
fiction defined themselves, as women had always been 
driven to do, by their dependency on men. Bronté's 
women in the early stories, Moglen writes, 


are defined by their capacit 
esteem themselves. The 
For them the greates 
lovers—but the psyc 


y for love; but they never love or 
y depend upon their dependency. 
thorror is not the physical loss of their 
hological loss: to have autonomy thrust 
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upon them—to be forced back into the void of the self. 
Alone, they barely exist.!° 


The phrase "the void of the self," which so sharply 
defines most women deprived of male support, stands in 
opposition to what John Mack has called, in writing of 
T.E. Lawrence, “the exquisite realization of the self."!! 
One may, of course, choose a certain dependency after 
the realization of the self, but one must first conceive that 
such a realization is indeed "exquisite." 

Among those women writers who struggle through, as 
Bronté did, to a sense of her own capabilities and even 
the imagination of a fictional heroine who possesses 
them, there is more often than not, as in women gener- 
ally, a concomitant despising of women. The resources 
of scorn toward other females that the achieving woman 
has been able to call upon seem, outside of the historical 
periods of feminism, to be nearly bottomless. Diane 
Johnson observes that Charlotte Brontë, in her later 
years of fame, discovered 


even women she respected, like Mrs. Gaskell and Harriet 
Martineau, [to be] involved in a strange collaboration to 
misrepresent female nature. . . . Indeed, in all her writing, 
Charlotte Bronté, who was no more charitable than Jane 
Austen in her treatment of fools of either sex, reserved 
particular scorn for women. She understood how society 
made them what they were (‘‘envious, backbiting, 
wretched”), but she seemed to despise them, perhaps be- 
cause she more than most people knew them to be capa- 
ble of manliness.!? 


Gertrude Stein, too, knew herself to be capable of 
"manliness." Catharine Stimpson has elucidated Stein's 
movement from “the younger Stein who celebrated the 
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new woman who would be wife, mother, Eoo 
boon,” to the older writer separating herself fom t ^ 
new woman “‘in order to assail and herself enter a ma 
world too strong for most women."!? . . d 

Whatever the reasons or rationalizations for Uns 
movement, it has marked the careers of countless achiev- 
ing women. Even a woman whose own work shen 
tributed to a feminist revolution can be tempted by su 
tle demands for her skill and cooperation to eet 
women’s cause at the very height of the trovati eut, an 
enter “a male world too strong for most women. Al- 
most inevitably, the accomplished woman will be 
tempted to complete her own development by attention 
to what the society conceives as the central question, 
rather than by persisting in work that is in any way 
related to her position as a woman. One thinks of va 
ret Fuller, striving continually to find a destiny i 
women that would free them from domesticity and allow 
them a life of high accomplishment, fulfilling herself ulti- 
mately in the Italian revolutionary struggle rather than 
in an enterprise devoted to women. . 

Well, why not? Isn't it natural and even desirable that 
à successful woman should move from involvement 
with the female condition to involvement with the 
human condition? To agree, however, is to overlook 
the unhappy fact that in all aspects of our culture, the 
feminine element has been so long ignored that move- 
ment toward apparently “human” concerns is in fact 
movement back into a cultural tradition still dominated 
by male-centered values. The question must certainly 
arise: is there a woman’s angle to everything? The an- 
swer at this stage is, yes, there is. 
Men in our male-centered culture consistently ignore 


the perspective of female experience. They study classi- 
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cal psychoanalysis, or the nuclear family, for example, 
only to idealize the conventional role of the mother, not 
to examine it. Women who have entered the male- 
dominated world of work or the professions unaware of 
their womanhood, unidentified with women, convinced 
that all knowledge is sexually neutral, not only fail in 
their duty to other women but perhaps also in their obli- 
gation to their own work. Let me speculate on the case 
of Hannah Arendt. 

I met her only once, when we were both members of 
a large special seminar at Columbia. I cannot now recall 
its subject—indeed that was far from clear even at the 
time—but Hannah Arendt spoke and she was, as ever, 
profound and stimulating. She mentioned to me that this 
was one of the few occasions in her life when she had not 
been the only woman in such a gathering. I did not 
respond, having heard from other women who had ap- 
proached her on the subject that she scorned feminism. 

In her volume Work, Arendt’s distinction between 
work and labor perfectly described the complete absence 
of humanity in the household labor to which so many 
women are confined. Yet in her posthumous book enti- 
ded Thinking, it seems never to have occurred to her that 
thinking and its absence may be fundamentally con- 
nected with imposed sex roles in our society. I would 
argue that the quality of many women’s thinking—its 
confined scope and unambitious character, its lack of 
clarity and penetration—is shaped by the passivity and 
submissiveness to which they have been conventionally 
trained. An unwillingness to “think” in Arendt’s sense of 
that term has been precisely inculcated by "female" up- 
bringing. This same unwillingness helps to account for 
the role of women as conservatives in this world, as de- 
fenders of the conventional even when mistreatment of 
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women is the result. For example, public opinion polls 
show that a higher proportion of women than men i 
pose passage of the Equal Rights Amendment. ee 
support has probably been essential to the > 

conservative movements in the United States and else- 
where. That support has been won so readily not just 
because conservatives play upon women’s fears, but also 
because women have, in effect, been trained not to think, 
even about their own situation. Thus, fundamental polit- 
ical events may well be shaped by the quality of women’s 
thought. Yet this notion would not occur to Hannah 
Arendt because she had adopted the male perspective as 
though it were naturally and exclusively appropriate to 
every investigation. ial 

Implicit in Arendt’s work, and in much of socia 
thought as well, is the notion that the male perspective 
equals the human and therefore also encompasses the 
assumedly narrower female view. For women novelists, 
as we have seen, the corollary of this appears to be the 
assumption that only a male character can stand for the 
full range of human experience, moving through action 
and quest to achievement or failure. 

Just as society assumes the male view to be all encom- 
passing and the female restricted, so it also tolerates à 
wide range of behavior in men while insisting on a much 
narrower scope for women. I do not here refer to jobs 
and occupations—whether women ought to be bus driv- 
ers, soldiers, or airline pilots, though of course they 
should—but to social manners, the way we behave in 
whatever occupations we perform. The range of permis- 
sible male behavior includes the charming and, indeed, 
anything not absolutely characterized as “feminine.” Fe- 
male behavior, on the other hand, when conventionally 
"unfeminine" is condemned as offensive. A prominent 
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editor in New York said to me casually at lunch, for 
example, that male homosexuals are charming and gay 
and delightful, while women homosexuals are hairy and 
ponderous and thumpy. Here is a choice example of the 
"no-win" situation women are forced into by conven- 
tional opinion. For if homosexual men—by which the 
editor seemed to mean men who proclaim their homo- 
sexuality in their gestures, speech, etc.—are charming, 
gay, and delightful, why are not forthright, hard-boiled 
women also refreshing and delightful? The answer is, of 
course, that, in the conventional view, all male action is 
capable of charm, while only proper female action is 
€ven acceptable. 

Worse yet, in the conventional view, propriety must 
constrain women not only in their personal behavior but 
also in the world of politics. As clergymen in the nine- 
teenth century said to women: “Stay within your proper 
confines, and you will be worshipped; . . . step outside, 
and you will cease to exist. ""!* That this “Victorian” view 
has persisted down to the present moment is nicely illus- 
trated by Aileen Kelly in an article on Eleanor Marx. 
Kelly tells us that the qualities of Eleanor Marx's person- 
ality combined in a kind of harmony rare in public- 
minded women of the Victorian period. Almost all the 
women in public life—a minute number—were "*pio- 
neers in the movement for female emancipation [who] 
tended to assume a defensive armor of self-conscious 
stridency or studied eccentricity.” Eleanor Marx, on the 
other hand, had a deep sensitivity to suffering, and felt 
that the misery of the poor required action from her 
which “she believed should take priority over the exclu- 
Sive causes, such as that of women's emancipation." 
Kelly does not claim that Marx, in fact, accomplished 
much for the poor. Nonetheless, she clearly condones, 


90 REINVENTING WOMANHOOD 


indeed applauds, the choice of priorities. The mua 
is not accidental; at the close of the article, when qo y 
praises Eleanor Marx for shouting herself hearse wal “g 
on the men to stand and fight on Bloody Sunday, s " 
remarks that this same "kind of militancy on the part o 

the leaders of the women's movement would subse- 
quently be very largely a personal statement ora npe 
gesture of group self-assertion." The word strident, 01 
rowed from the male arsenal, is used against those in the 
cause of women. Those in the cause of men are seen as 
“devoid of self-consciousness—her energies were con- 
centrated outside herself, on a cause which was not her 
own."!? Apparently the double standard continues od 
apply in politics, even after it has been abandoned in the 
bedroom. 

In a world where such judgments continue to be made, 
it is scarcely surprising that women writers have not al- 
tempted the struggle to present their own accomplish- 
ment as women fictively. Yet it must be granted that, al 
least among women writers of today's feminist genera- 
tion, there are signs of change: increasingly women writ- 
ers are able to create women characters who can articu- 
late their pain, and to imagine women characters who 
have acquired characteristics hitherto labeled masculine. 
Gail Godwin articulates woman's condition convincingly 
in her second novel, The Glass People, for example, where 
the heroine says: “It’s as though I want some final force 
to enter me and take over my body, set me on some 
genuine destiny that can’t be changed, that I can’t turn 
back from." Later, the same woman asks plaintively: 
“Does a person always have to go out and seek destiny? 
Perhaps my destiny will come and seek me." Godwin 
later novels are extraordinary in their development of 
female heroes who are not only aware of the need for an 
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independent destiny, but struggling toward it. Lois 
Gould's 4 Sea Change is also an example of a courageous 
and fascinating attempt to write out the central problem 
of the female consciousness in revolt at being victimized. 
(Those critics I am familiar with have not, however, been 
very perspicacious in their reviews of either of these 
novelists’ work.) 


Women poets, more than women novelists, have 
found the lyrical voice for their own sense of themselves, 
for their anger, their particular isolation. It seems likely, 
moreover, that poetry is capable of expressing quintes- 
sentially a certain balancing of tension, the holding in the 
mind for a moment in perfect balance two otherwise 
incompatible ideas, which allows greater bravery than 
does the novel, because the bravery is momentary, how- 
ever marvelous. 

Adrienne Rich has realized what poetry can express, 
but what becomes somehow too attenuated and trying in 
fiction: the particular strength of women. She sees no 
reason why, because patriarchy calls something by a 
pejorative name, you must think of it as a negative value. 
Weak-ego boundaries in women are, she points out, a 
negative way of describing women’s “tremendous pow- 
ers of intuitive identification similar to Keats’s negative 
capability." Such loss of ego, Rich suggests, might, for 
a poet, be a source of power.!5 (Do we not observe that 
power in Emily Dickinson?) Denise Levertov has bravely 
captured a sense of female striving for autonomy ina 


lyric expression: 


In childhood dream-play I was always 
the knight or squire, not 
the lady: 
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quester, petitioner, win or lose, not 
she who was sought. 

The initial of quest or question 
branded itself long since on the flank 
of my Pegasus. 

Yet he flies always 
home to the present. 


But until the years of the recent feminist movement, 
to tell the story, to continue the quest, to follow through 
the plot of accomplishment in an extended work of 
fiction has been all but impossible for women writers. 
Women may, let us suppose, have read Thoreau: “I have 
learned this at least in my experiment: that if one ad- 
vances confidently in the direction of his dreams, and 
endeavors to live the life which he has imagined, he will 
meet with a success unexpected in common hours." But 
their failure was a prior one: the inability even to imagine 
a life in which a woman, without clothing herself in the 
character of a man, yet goes forth, full of hope and pur- 
pose, into a world that men have always dominated. Mar- 
garet Fuller prophesied: “The Woman in me kneels and 
weeps in tender rapture; the Man in me rushes forth, but 
only to be baffled. Yet the ume will come when, from the 
union of this tragic king and queen, shall be born a 


radiant sovereign self.”17 Her prophecy is not yet 
fulfilled either in life or in fiction. 


Search for a Model: 
Female Childhood 


In academic circles, nothing has so clearly marked the 
current woman's movement as the search for female role 
models through the recovery of female history. Despite 
the dismissive snorts and defensive sneers of male schol- 
ars not eager to be told that their past labors had ex- 
cluded consideration of half the human race, women 
historians—and some male scholars as well—began the 
enormous task of uncovering the hidden history of 
Women. At the same time, women literary scholars set 
Out to bring before the consciousness of their critical and 
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scholarly colleagues the works of formerly unknown 
women, new interpretations of the life and work of 
women writers, and a sense of the relationship between 
the major literary women of the past.! In the fields of 
religion and anthropology, a search went on for new 
interpretations of women’s role in church and culture. 

If scholars in the disciplines of psychology and sociol- 
ogy examined the future—ways in which women might 
enact a different, less constrained destiny—those in dis- 
ciplines whose subject was the past wrestled with the 
angel of reinterpretation, refusing to desist until they 
had wrenched from that angel the blessing from the fe- 
male past upon the female future. 

Women engaged in these studies have found them 
fascinating and without doubt a source of strength, inspi- 
ration, and enlightenment. It is, furthermore, a matter of 
the greatest importance, understood by feminists every- 
where, that women should learn to examine and to speak 
from their own experience, no longer content to feel, 
judge, and act exclusively according to the modes and 
standards deemed appropriate in a patriarchal cultural 
tradition. At the level of social and psychological theory, 
as I shall argue presently, we need the insights of the 
Karen Horneys of this world to correct the errors of a 
learned establishment misled by its own exclusively mas- 
culine perspective. Equally important, the individual 
woman must learn to recognize and to value her own 
experience and to articulate her true condition. 

Certainly these endeavors must and will continue. Yet 
I am convinced that something more is needed, as well. 
If women are now to enter the male-dominated world as 
full participants and in large numbers, they cannot do so 
by building exclusively on contemporary female experi- 
ence galvanized by the example of those female role 
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models available in the present or recaptured, however 
Joyfully, from the past. 

They must have a stronger psychological base, a wider 
foothold, than can be provided by female experience 
alone, The reinvention of womanhood, I think, requires 
chiefly an effort to widen its boundaries and enlarge its 
Scope. If women can take as their own the creative pos- 
sibilities, the human aspirations once the property of 
men only, can they not also adopt male role models in 
their struggle for achievement? I believe that women 
must learn to appropriate for their own use the examples 
of human autonomy and self-fulfillment displayed to us 
by the male world. 

Need I add that the imitation of men should not be 
slavish— more in the spirit of Aristotle's mimesis than of 
the modern, largely pejorative sense of the word? True 
imitation ofan action, Aristotle has taught us, consists in 
discovering its spirit, its essential energy, and reforming 
that into another, mimetic action. 

hat, as they say, is a tall order. It will require the 
remaining pages of this book to explain its meaning, 
Support it with evidence, draw out its implications. Let 
aning and sketch those implica- 
fashion. Adopting male mod- 
els of achievement has implications both for the individ- 
ual woman and for the woman’s movement. For 
individual women, it means not accepting the limitations 
of "proper behavior" or of “female destiny" but insist- 
ing that women can seek any human goal; it means not 
depending only on female role models as they now exist 
but also adopting male role models in the search for 
selfhood. 


Forster understood as long ago as 1905 
woman might long for an unconfined destiny, as $ 


: j s 
Um here explain that me 
tons in the most summary 


how a young 
he sees 
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it in the male world, without believing she herself must 
become masculine to enjoy it. “Why are most big things 
unladylike?" Lucy wonders in 4 Room with a View. 


In her heart there were always springing up strange desires. 
She too is enamoured of heavy winds, and vast panoramas, 
and green expanses of the sea. She has marked the kingdom 
of this world, how full it is of wealth, and beauty, and war. 
- - . Men, declaring that she inspires them to it, move joyfully 
over the surface, having the most delightful meetings with 
other men, happy, not because they are masculine, but be- 
cause they are alive. 


For the individual woman, adopting male models also 
means rejecting the Freudian interpretation of the spe- 
cial nature of women's personality development, in favor 
of the view that the Oedipal process marks out a path by 
which women, as well as men, can achieve maturity and 
independence. 

Since Freud, woman has been supposed to envy male 
genitals, profoundly desiring either to possess or to de- 
stroy them. This view has done women more damage as 
supposition than it would have as truth: it is easier to 
fight dragons than chimeras. What woman does envy and 
should envy is male destiny—to possess it, and to destroy 
that part of it inimical to herself. 

For women in their social relationships and for the 
woman's movement, adopting male models of achieve- 
ment has several implications. Socially, it means not ac- 
cepting a unique responsibility in childcare, but insisting 
that new institutions, including new family arrange- 
ments, be developed to allow full male participation in 
child rearing. How the family might be restructured and 
what effect that might have on the personality develop- 
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ment of the young are questions reserved for a separate 
chapter. 

Politically, following the male example of accomplish- 
ment means not allowing the purposes of the woman’s 
movement to be set aside in favor of any other objec- 
tives, but insisting, as male-dominated movements have 
done, on the paramount importance of the group's own 
political aims. The history of the woman's movement is 
the history of ends repeatedly put aside for other pur- 
poses deemed temporarily more important: in the 
United States before 1860, the abolition of slavery; in 
England in the late nineteenth century, the rights of 
labor; in the present, perhaps, the primacy of infant nur- 
ture or the rights of ethnic minorities. Women have 
behaved not as an oppressed class struggling to over- 
come their oppression, but as a caste, identifying with 
their oppressors, internalizing the oppressors' views of 
them. Since men do not take women's rights seriously, 
most women also refuse to do so. Until women adopt a 
model for action that sustains the primacy of their own 
claims, they will not achieve full equality. 

I recognize that these prescriptions contain apparent 
contradictions and paradoxes. For example, if women 
adopt the male pattern of achievement, must they take 
s well? I would answer that the 
meaner aspects of competitive male behavior are despic- 
able in men and would be equally so in women. But to 
insist that women shun competitive behavior solely for 
that reason is to condemn women to continued failure, 
while doing nothing to redeem the sins of the male. 

Or, if women embrace the male role model for 
achievement, doesn't that imply that they will cease to 
think of themselves as women and no longer support 
either the woman's movement or other individual 


on its meaner aspects a 
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women following after them in job or profession? My 
answer is that women must appropriate aspects of male 
behavior to themselves as women, enlarging the scope of 
womanhood in the process, so that what they choose to 
do is now defined as womanly rather than manly. Step- 
by-step with this redefinition of boundaries, women’s 
imagination of possible female destinies will expand; 
women writers will at last be able to imagine women as 
heroes. Moreover, when successful women in every job 
and profession think of themselves as women rather than 
as honorary males, their sympathy with other women will 
expand, too. 

Finally, if women adopt the male model of achieve- 
ment, does that mean suspending the reexamination of 
history and myth that is now carried forward eagerly by 
women scholars, who hope to recover or reveal the lost 
or hidden history of women? The answer, as I shall try 
to show in the next chapter, is that the reinterpretation 
of history and myth is one of the most powerful means 
women have of demonstrating their historic fitness to 
play all the roles in the human drama. 


Is not the experience of gender, particularly in the 
light of Freud’s discovery of the operations of the uncon- 
scious, so "set," biologically and psychologically so de- 
termined, that to speak of male models for women is to 
suggest either an absurdity or else the sort of perversion 
that haunts, one supposes, the dreams of Anita Bryant? 

It is, of course, unclear at what point Freudian studies 
will break through the prison of gender and recognize 
that the unconscious can be retained without what has 
always been considered the centerpiece of Freudian de- 
terminism, the sex of the child. My own experience of 
psychoanalysis, consisting entirely in acquaintanceship 
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and conversation, suggests that the present generation 
of psychoanalysts are unlikely to abandon the classic 
Freudian model with anything that might be considered 
haste, or even with what the Supreme Court once called 
"all deliberate speed." 

The men of my own generation and earlier who chose 
to be analysts tended to be a certain type. Profoundly 
fearful of women, they were drawn irresistibly to a phi- 
losophy that reinforced their earliest fears and most pas- 
sionate hopes. Supporting the conventions of sexuality 
and sex roles to a degree not later exceeded by Phyllis 
Schlafly and the Mormon Church, they were typically 
patriarchal in welcoming into their ranks "token" 
women who echoed their most profoundly masculinist 
theories, and whom they rewarded with honorary mem- 
bership in the male community. Indeed, the history of 
the psychoanalytic movement in America is a model of 
how patriarchal institutions work. It provides the ulti- 
mate answer to "token" women in whatever field, who 
continue to insist, from the example of their own suc- 
cess, that "there's really no problem." 

The only valid test is provided by women such as Hor- 
ney, who do not echo the male point of view, but speak 
as women from their own experience. When Horney 
refused tokenism and offered dialogue instead, the pa- 
triarchs turned her out of the club. Women psy- 
choanalysts such as Helene Deutsch or Phyllis Green- 
acre, to take but two examples of those who remained 
within the establishment, propounded doctrinaire 
Freudian theories of womanhood that in no way re- 
flected their own extraordinary careers as women but 
were based instead, on the observation of “others”; they 
themselves, presumably, were not “women” within the 
Statutory meaning of that term. 
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In 1974 there occurred what was for me the first rea- 
soned psychoanalytic argument against Freud’s account 
of female development: in the Journal of the American Psy- 
choanalytic Association, Roy Schafer expounded upon 
“Problems in Freud’s Psychology of Women.” He ex- 
plained, in psychoanalytic terms and in a psychoanalytic 
journal, what I had always known in my gut, that 
"Freud's estimates of women's morality 
are logically conventional patriarchal values and judg- 
ments that have been misconstrued as being disinter- 
ested, culture-free scientific observations."'? 

The problem for me had been that, while Freud's dis- 
cussions of women had seemed incredibly biased, both 


in their phallocentricity and in their 
mother's role in t 


and objectivity 


gestion that Freud could have been 
en though I was not challenging 
racy of his essential discoveries. 


d ; 
tec ead Schafer’s article, Juliet 
Feminism3 was published. 


fense of Freud's theories 


omen’s alarm- 
after a few daring forays, to the 
Wem ges 9n. I had often noticed how 

ana ysis and the study of Freud's theo- 
S, with a passion not unlike that of 
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nuns to the service of Christ, to unquestioning belief. A 
desire to lose the troublesome, anxiety-producing self is 
certainly an element in this process; as women, they need 
no longer struggle beyond what appears an allotted des- 
tiny. The male club rewards allegiance with both profes- 
sional status and escape from anxiety. 

Mitchell had restated Freud's theories, believing them 
to be accurate in their account of female development in 
à patriarchal world. Her criticism of feminist objections 
to Freud and her apparent suggestions for ways out of 
this prison of gender, if indeed she was ready to seek a 
Way out, were weak, confused, and inadequate. At the 
same time, her restatement of Freud's theories, like 
Deutsch’s observations of female development, was bril- 
liant. 

I was rescued from despair after Mitchell's book by a 
review of it by Sherry Ortner, who showed the direction 
In which we might move. “The process of maleness and 
femaleness, as articulated by Freud," Ortner wrote, “is 
precisely that—a process of development. Male and fe- 
male babies have, according to Freud, the same physical 
Structure. . . . In Freud's theory, females are not at- 
tributed with some a priori maternal instinct, or some a 
Priori tendency to be nurturant; all of these tendencies 
emerge later, as the outcome of female experience in the 
Oedipal process." j 

Ortner accepts the importance of the Oedipal com- 
plex, and argues for retaining it as a theory. “Tt is a 
Powerful and, significantly, an eminently dialectical the- 
ory: the person evolves through a process of struggle 
with and ultimate supercession (including integration) of 
symbolic figures of love, desire, authority.” 4 The process 
Prepares the individual for the development both of per- 
Sonality and of social role. Ortner concludes, however, 
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that the Freudian model must be revised to acknowledge 
that the girl as well as the boy is capable of partaking of 
the process of individual integration in the highest de- 
gree. 

In a later section, I shall try to examine the ways in 
which the family might be reconceived to enable more 
symmetrical development between males and females, 
and rescue each from the deprivations now inherent in 
our system of infant nurture. I 
lems of mothering as it is presently understood, and has 
been practiced for centuries, I was encouraged, in the 
years following the Ortner review, first by Dorothy Din- 
nerstein’s The Mermaid and the Minotaur,5 and then by 
Nancy Chodorow’s The Reproduction of Mothering. Dinner- 
stein’s book presented the whole problem of exclusive 
female mothering with energy and imagination; Chodo- 
row, on whose work I have extensively relied, examined 
the Freudian model of infant development with consist- 
is method, great clarity, and thoroughness. 

Meanwhile, the whole meaning of "identity," and the 


could . women to discover it for themselves. 
of r ne fruitfully defined and examined in the light 
Sch nga in Psychoanalytic theory that predated 
x - er s article. These new interpr 1 
itt fav 

€ headway in the culture generally; they arc crucial. 


however, to 

> an understandi , 
Ben ng of wor str > tO 
achieve selfhood. g of women’s struggle 


n the study of the prob- 


etations have made 


patterns of the 
evelopment cul- 
pparent the pro- 
ward, undergoes 
n himself, his parents, 
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ble, and terribly different burdens he cast upon males 
and females, however, evolved from an inevitably male- 
centered view of the human condition. He did not, of 
course, invent it: it lay, from his infancy, all about him. 
He saw the male child as successfully able to accomplish 
that passage known as the Oedipal crisis, precisely be- 
cause—and this was of greatest importance to later inter- 
pretations—he believed the male child to be in the cor- 
rect, or ideal, relation to the mother. Of the opposite sex 
from his mother, the boy was able to consider himself as 
her lover and, potentially, as the lover of women. Freud 
went astray, as we now know, not in his observation of 
data, but in his interpretation of it. The unfortunate 
consequences of this have followed, not from Freud's 
misinterpretations alone (these were certainly under- 
standable in a man of Victorian origins), but from the 
persistence with which succeeding generations of psy- 
choanalysts have, with the tenacity of Aristotelians, in- 
sisted upon the literal accuracy of Freud’s particular in- 
terpretations rather than upon the brilliance with which 
he revealed previously unimagined processes in human 
development. Nor has the Freudian establishment yet 
found itself ready to incorporate the new findings 1n a 
meaningful way. Their special "Catch-22"—if you con 
not believe the classical Freudian interpretation, It 1$ 
because you are neurotic—has saved them the bother of 
confronting new ideas. 

Four discoveries have, nonet 
lem of female identification closer to l 
One is the realization that the so-called basic sex is not 
male as Freud thought, but female; every fetus starts 
female. Second is the discovery that sexual identity for 
a child, what has come to be called “core gender iden- 
tity,” is not biological, but assigned: if the child has not 


heless, brought the prob- 
our understanding. 
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been identified as definitely one sex or the other by the 
age of three, nothing but disaster can follow: it is tie 


assignment, however, that is import 


ant, not the biologi- 
cal se 


x.5 Third is the realization that the male child, not 
the female, has the hardest adjustme 
the infant's first desire is to be 
with her. For a girl child, this first, overpowering infant 
identity need never shift: for a boy child that shift will be 
essential. This leads, in my view, to a fourth complex of 
insights. The problem for the boy, as analysts now recog- 
nize, is that the shift in gender identification is not easily 
made.” The male, therefore, may suffe 
sexual dysfunction as a dire 
treme homosexuality, impot 
sion, fetishism, sado-masoc 
in her sexual identity, 
Problems, I beliey 


nt in maturation: 
the mother, to identify 


r many forms of 
ct result of this switch: ex- 


Pays for serenity of 
od and of the will to auton- 
for identity can confer. The 


» all too easily, from infantile 


9 complete identity with her. If 
ther she 


ot, however, affect, as a man’s 


» her entire personality ad- 
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justment. The price of this easier personality adjust- 
ment, allowed her because of her identity with her 
mother, is high: her autonomy. Stoller, expressing the 
classical Freudian view, tells us that biological bisexuality 
"produces an unalterable part of human psychology, 
which leads in men to a fear of not being manly, and in 
women an urge to be manly."? To the classical analyst, 
this means that a man fears the loss of his penis, while 
the woman desires one. To the modern, nonclassical 
Freudian, it can mean that the man struggles, at high 
cost, through to an identity; while the woman, her strug- 
gle called unfeminine, recognizes the need for an iden- 
tity crisis, but cannot discover a way to achieve it, nor 
even the form it is likely to take. Society has generally 
provided her with no female model but the nurturing, 
ultimately deserted mother. 

It would seem clear that the psychological instability of 
the boy and the failure of self-differentiation of the girl 
Suggest one solution: the father's active role in child 
care, the mother's role as worker in the outer world 
among peers. Such an arrangement would, among its 
many benefits, protect future generations of children 
from the rigid sex-role stereotyping, which among devel- 
Oped nations is more enforced in the United States than 
elsewhere.9 The discussion of restructuring the family 
and marriage, however, deserves a chapter of its own; I 
return to it in Chapter 6. 


The difficulty women generally have encountered in 
achieving identity, that is, a sense of themselves as auton- 
omous, self-directed individuals, might well be expected 
to have prevented them from successfully pursuing Ca- 
reers in an essentially hostile—because male-dominated 
—society. Yet, obviously, against all odds, some women 
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have achieved eminence, been accounted an d 
whatever worldly standards one chooses to app Y rae 
have they done it? What family history, what Ra He a 
what pattern of individual development contri mue ^i 
their success? If we are interested in liberating 1a 
for self-development, we must try to answer these ques 

tions. pa, l l = 

Attempts to explain the motivation of women com! 


A ave been little 
ted to professions dominated by males!? have been lit 
more than tentative, Alice Rossi 


gist, has attributed to these wom 
vation, thick skins, exceptional a 
Pattern of socialization.” 11 
with such women, 
skins." Indeed, myi 


carefully hidden fro 
ment. 


, the renowned sociolo- 
en "extraordinary moti- 
bility, and some unusual 
From my own experience 
I question profoundly the "thick 
mpression is of enormous sensitivity 
m view, but paid for by internal tor- 
What is certainly clear, however, is that such 
women have an exceptionally strong drive to seman i 
In short, they have become able, by some psychologica 
Process, to conceive of themselves as selves. 


The word "process" 


is important in speaking of the 
motivation of these women toward achievement. Their 
€s somehow allowed them to un- 
in which they established a drive gs 
early, most female socialization inhib- 
ither plunging the woman into such 


ution appears Possible only frau 
retreat, or Imposing so much inner tension that the cos 
of achievement, even where it occurs 


Edmund Wilson has mentioned co 
counter from living “half ina 
against which they cannot help 
world which the 


y have made fo 
they cannot find completely 


Personal circumstance 
dergo a “process” 
ward autonomy. C] 
its such a drive, e 
conflict that resol 


> is extravagant. 
nflicts women en- 
man-controlled world 
rebelling and half ma 
r themselves but which 
satisfactory,”12 This is a 
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good description of many women, but not quite of 
achieving women, who do not rebel against the man- 
controlled world they join, and do not consider them- 
selves part of the world women, any women, have made 
for themselves. 

Women of achievement in so-called male professions 
are characterized, rather, by their total commitment to 
the male club they have joined, and their inability to 
remain women-identified within that club. Sexually 
women, they are professionally men. They have no wish 
to rebel against the male world, and no cause for dissatis- 
faction with the female world they have deserted; it 
ceases to exist for them. Such women consider them- 
selves exceptional by definition, but definitely within 
what is for them the inner sanctum, the male world, the 
place of ultimate belonging. 

If it is impossible to uncover a unique pattern or pro- 
cess by which female children evolve into achieving 
Women, one can nevertheless identify several childhood 
circumstances, one of which, at least, must be present to 
produce an achieving woman in a male-dominated pro- 
fession. As will be amplified in the following pages, these 
circumstances are: 1) socializing forces, perhaps of a par- 
cular foreign culture, which encourage professional 
commitment within a certain class of women; 2) the fam- 
ily position of first-born child, only child, or a child with 
all siblings very much older or younger; 3) experience in 
an all-girl environment, either an all-girl family or an 
all-girl school or college; 4) the role of "son" (not boy) 
to the father, accompanied by a strong sense of the father 
as role model; 5) a sense of the mother, however affec- 
tonately viewed, as representing à female destiny to be 
avoided at all costs. (In her recent work, In Pursuit of 
Coleridge, Kathleen Coburn wrote: “One negative conse- 
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quence of being brought up in a large family in panon 
age poverty was the conviction in early adolescence tha 
nothing would induce me to be a parson's wife or the 
mother of a large family. All that washing and ironing 
and mending! All that cooking and dusting! Perhaps 
something was unconsciously conveyed to me of my 
mother’s suppressed craving for a few oases of peace and 
pleasure.")13 : 

Let us look, for a moment, at several women from 
several countries. At the date of writing (1978) all are 
living. They have been chosen, if not 
not with the idea of setting 
ever, to indicate connections 
terms, successful. 


at random, at least 
a pattern; they serve, how- 
- They are all, in any worldly 


woman psychoanalyst with Freud, 
ded his most profound question- 
bility for healthy achievement out- 
wife and mother. She was born in 

à family. Her father was sufficiently 
Prominent for his Je 


wishness to be overlooked. She was 
d, when her tw 


Freudian use of the 


do I realize fully how many of 
als in my lif 


€ are a reaction against her. 
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Yet in my heart I have kept to this day a yearning for her 
love."!5 An extraordinarily moving and accurate state- 
ment by the sort of woman who, while achieving excep- 
tional prominence herself, will deny other women the 
same opportunity without guilt. 

Cheryl Crawford. American, theatrical producer, major 
figure in the Theatre Guild. Her autobiography is enti- 
ued, significantly, One Naked Individual. She was the old- 
est child and only girl. She reports! that she had to do 
everything the two next brothers, one and a half and 
three years younger, did. She did not admire "feminine" 
girls. Her father was the strong figure, her mother "very 
feminine with small feet," also described as "gentle and 
sentimental." The contrast between the two mothers— 
Crawford's and Deutsch's—indicates two common pat- 
terns, perhaps one Jewish and the other gentle. In one, 
the mother, characterized as a Jewish mother, is a woman 
of energy and brains whose love must be expressed 
through a male child, and whose whole life is one of 
frustration and the manipulation of men, toward whom 
the daughter feels simultaneously admiration and re- 
sentment. The Crawford mother, on the other hand, 
more the type of the mother of Hennig's women, Is 
treated by the daughter as she is treated by the father: 
outside the sphere of accomplishment, to be protected 
and cherished, regarded with affection but without admi- 
ration. In both cases, emulation is to be avoided at all 
costs. 

Crawford writes of a time when she was producing 
Dorothy Thompson’s play Another Sun. Dorothy Thomp- 


Son was forty-five: 


fter evening rehearsals 


Dorothy and I often went together a 
e. We didn’t talk much 


to a small, ugly bar next to the theatr 
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about the play. We talked about ourselves, about being ao 
uous, independent women. Neither of us felt we had suffere 

from being women in a man’s world—partly, perhaps, be- 
cause we were just too determined and engrossed to notice. 
I'm not sure we really cared whose world it was as long as we 
could pursue our careers. Our consciousness had not been 
raised. "Women's liberation" was a phrase of the future. Had 


it existed then, however, I think we 


would have become part 
of it.17 


Helene Deutsch, interviewed in 1972, admitted that 
women might work, but denied that they might be right, 
for themselves, in not wanting children: *Oh how sad! 
Oh, God, how sad! Pregnancy is such a beautiful expert 
ence. Something is not quite right if a woman doesn’t 
want a man or a baby"! Deutsch was eighty-seven at the 
time she spoke those words, and Crawford younger. Yet 
both were speaking in a time of feminism. 

If one sets Deutsch’ 
recommendations for w 
Parity, the failure of t 
women, their inability 
what they themselves 


S own experience against her 


Tpretation of female experience, 
ara Thompson, were not Jewish 
may have some significance, Freud did not represent to 
er whose sanction they must have 
€ might mention, parenthetically, 
eutsch, Freud called his daughter 


what he would 
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Paces p> Born in Russia and raised in Milwaukee, 
as piii piae of three daughters. Her older sister, 
Be d 36r pemon was her mentor. A revolutionary 

»urteen, this sister became the greatest influence on 
Golda Meir's life—apart from her husband.!? On the 
question of "women's liberation" Golda Meir must be 
quoted at some length. 


bnt d (uen crazy women who burn their bras and go 

But fs 5 E vals and hate men? They're crazy. Crazy. 

eae aa one accept such crazy women who think itsa 

Shear spice “as iiy pregnant and a disaster to bring children 

PORS des ? sud when it’s the greatest privilege we 
ave over men!?9 


nt to notice the similarity 
he same time. Neither 
al mother, but 


uu dO pausing a mome 
fidet vds Sstalements at about t ; 
fee was in any sense the convention 
NOMINA could bring herself to admit that, nor to sce that 
Nin Rn solutions might be essential to other 
Would as well. Deutsch and Meir speak exactly as one 
do d a male of their profession and training to 
Mei ey cannot imagine other women as themselves. 

er continues, presenting the characteristic account of 


acc i : wu z 
omplished women in explaining their success: 


ment, I found only two 


Wh io; AE 
en I joined the Zionist labor move 
comrades were men. 


egie M. percent of my com 
the fact Ararken among men all my life, and yet to me 
Tid o being a woman has never, never I say, been an 
inferio €. It’s never made me uncomfortable or given me an 
co muy complex. Men have been good to me... - Of 
s: urse I've been lucky, of course not all women have had the 
der. ES but be that as it ma 

prove those crazy women are ri 


y, my personal case 
ht. There's only one 
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o 5 ssful, a woman 
point on which I agree with them: to be successful, 

r able than a man. 
has to be much more capable tha 


z ‘ir regretted 
The question arose as to whether Golda Meit reg 


i à ildren all 
leaving home so much, not being with her childr 
the time: 


i a life that’s more 
No. Because through suffering I gave them a life = Ec 
` Š - x ev 
interesting, less banal than the ordinary. I mean, the 
: i i 21 
grow up in a narrow family environment. 


: -h to 
The inability of women such as Meir and i pum 
think through what they are saying perfectly para 5 : Arst 
failure of the four Harvard women who received c : rela- 
female Rhodes Scholarships to understand their aci 
tionship to other women. It has been said of Mer nif 
and I shall return to this—that they create wer ae 
are novelists in the very living of their lives, provi p 
their explanations to themselves of circumstance Jli- 
model of the creative mind.?? Yet the failure of v jur e 
ounced that the inability to perceiv f 
nized as a profound disability » 
r regrets, in the same interview, E 
few women are in the Israeli parliament, but she D 
nothing, has done nothing, to change this, One of n 
legends that has grown up around Golda Meir is 109 
Ben-Gurion called her “the ablest man in my cabinet. . 
She scorns this, since Women are, in her opinion, more 
able, but misses the entire significance of the ime 
she represents: the Occasional woman will be accepted as 
a man, indeed, if capable, as the best of men. . 
Indira Gandhi. Born in India, only child of Nehru. Like 
Meir, she had an unhappy Marriage, and devoted more 
time to her Profession of politics than to her two chil- 
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dren. (The question of whether “housewives” devote 
more meaningful time to their children than employed 
women do must be mentioned, if not examined, at this 
point.) As Fallaci points out, no man reaching so high a 
political position would have to consider any conflict 
with his marriage or parenthood.?? Listen to Indira 
Gandhi's answers to Fallaci's questions, the same ques- 
tions, more or less, asked of Golda Meir: "Have you ever 
been a feminist, Mrs. Gandhi?" 


No, never, I've never had the need to: I've always been able 
to do what I wanted. On the other hand, my mother was. She 
considered the fact of being a woman a great disadvantage. 
She had her reasons. The reasons, considering the seclusion 
forced on Indian women, are profound. Her mother used to 
dress her as a man, to allow her to go riding and preserve her 
sanity. 

“What do you think of the liberation movement?” she 


was asked. 


. Women sometimes go too far, 
too far that others listen. 


d from experience. 


I think it's good. Good... 
is true. But it’s only when you go 
That is also something I've learne 


Here is Indira Gandhi’s account of her upbringing: 


I grew up like a boy . . . most of the children who came to 
our house were boys: With boys I climbed trees, ran races, 
and wrestled, . . . My father cared very much about courage, 
physical courage as well, He despised those who didn’t have 
it. But he never said to me, “I want you to be courageous.” 
He just smiled with pride every time I did something difficult 


Or won a race with the boys.” 
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Indira Gandhi, like Meir, denies that her children S. 
fered because of her other interests when they were chi 
euch be clear that I am here ignoring the political 
positions of either woman in the direction of her cani 
try. What I am searching for is some hint of why one 
accepts feminism as a fact of life, and the other does es 
especially given the probability that Israel has a pe am; 
proportion among its citizens of women capable of zs 
ing than does India. Indira Gandhi's sympathy wit à 
women's liberation was doubtless influenced by dt 
mother's stories of lost opportunities for selfhood.?* 
From my own experience, which I introduce here in 
the hope of casting light, Indira Gandhi's ability not to 
deny feminism as a necessary political movement is also 
possibly related to her fa 
phy. When Nehru was a b 
Blavatsky 
turing on 


ther's experience of Theoso- 
oy, Annie Besant, who followed 
as head of the Theosophical Society, was lec- 
Theosophy in India. In her audience was the 


twelve-year-old Nehru, who had for three years studied 
Theosophy with a tutor. 


At the age of thirteen the boy became a member of the 
Theosophical Societ 


Though he always re- 
iration for Mrs. Besant, he later lost 
hists in general, feeling that instead 
€s they seem to be very ordinary folk, 
an risk, a soft job more than a martyr's 


FEMALE CHILDHOOD 115 


In fact, Mrs. Besant returned into the life of Nehru later, 
and his old admiration for her was renewed. 

My father, after his move to New York, also became a 
student, not of Theosophy, but of what Blavatsky, Annie 
Besant, and others have called the "Ancient Wisdom." 
He was later to read the writings of Annie Besant with 
profound interest, and to study with another woman, 
Alice Bailey, whose school in New York taught the “An- 
cient Wisdom.” Indeed, my father has said that all the 
teachers from whom he learned anything lasting have 
been women. For some years, as a child, I myself studied 
the “Ancient Wisdom” but abandoned it, partly for 
Nehru’s reasons (the extreme conservatism of those I 
met in the thirties who devoted themselves to ancient 
religious ideas was troublesome) but mainly because it 


led my father—a man of extraordinary intelligence in 
such as that 


most matters—into improbable beliefs, 
as the son of 


Bacon had written Shakespeare's plays, w 
Elizabeth I, and the reincarnation of Roger Bacon. The 
last of these claims I did not bother with, but the study 
of Shakespeare and Elizabeth into which I plunged in my 
college years proved the absurdity of the first two.27 I 
recognized then that a faith that denies facts and scholar- 
ship was useless to me. 

Yet I am convinced that my father’s beliefs permitted 
him, like Nehru, an attitude toward an only daughter that 
was far more enlightened than was usual in their place 
or time. My father’s taste in women has always been 
Conventional, yet this in no way interfered with his sup- 
Port of me in my "boyishness," any more than it inter- 
fered with Nehru's support of his daughter's "boyish- 
Dess." Some elements of their religious education were 
I think, important here: both men had been taught by 
women, had studied religions founded by women, and 
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they were not disturbed by envisioning e 
dowed with energy and powerful vitality; a D cag: 
ries of the "Ancient Wisdom" included, Nur im 
Hinduism, a belief in reincarnation. Any man w iA 
lieved himself to have been female in previous mies 
tions, and destined to be female in later ome 
was less likely to be terrified by appearances or qualitie: 
not strictly applicable to one sex or the other. PENN 
Simone de Beauvoir. Born in France, older of two n 
Although she denied being a feminist even after the vd 
lication of The Second Sex, she eventually changed is 
mind, understanding the implications of such a ejoa 
As she was to write, explaining why she concerned pa 
self with the problems of women: “I have an interest * 
them; and I prefer having taken a limited but real m 
upon the world through them to drifting in the unive 


Fi " : arriage 
sal.”?8 Beauvoir’s clarity about wanting neither mart gos 
nor children is remarkable: the clarity, that is, not 
decision. The decision not t 


9 have children and marry 
hat Roger Gould has called sn 
against intimacy,"?9 Such was no 
auvoir, who has dared intimacy often, 
ue among these women discussed here 
€ mentor who was not her father. 


sometimes arises out of w 
internal prohibition 
the case with Be 


: q 
in having a mal 


Whenever other People made 
did so from the standpoint oft 
used to exasperate me, But S. 
Part of my own Scheme 
light of my own set of va 


attempts to analyze me, they 
heir own little worlds, and this 
artre always tried to see me as 
5, to understand me in the 
Sand attitudes... |. For a woman 
; À en, it would perhaps be difficult ie 
avoid marriage: but he hadn't a good word to say for it. 
Whatever happened, I would have to try to preserve what was 
€rsonal freedom, my passion for life, 
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my curiosity, my determination to be a writer. Not only did 
he give me encouragement but he also intended to give me 
active help in achieving this ambition.?? 


Beauvoir is rare also in her consistent encouragement 
of younger women. In her realization of women's lack of 
selfhood she sees women as a "creature intermediate 
between male and eunuch, which is described as femi- 
nine." There has been a certain inclination on the part 
of other feminists, however, to discount the force of her 
example because of her lifelong relationship to Sartre. 
This arises from confusion. Women who cannot, or will 
not, survive without a man as companion or housemate 
must not, on that account, be seen as less independent 
than women who live, for example, with another woman. 
If dependency needs are involved, they are involved 
equally in both cases. The woman who lives alone may, 
it is true, choose that life from strength rather than fear, 
but she is not necessarily more independent than a 
woman who prefers a chosen dependency with a man. 
The essential point is the woman's ability to define her- 
Self apart from the man or to believe in her ultimate 
ability to survive without him. 

The response to this declaration 1s that, whatever 
claims may be made, the woman is less important to the 
man than he to her. In his seventies, Sartre lost his vi- 
Sion; Beauvoir came every day to read to him and help 
him with his work. Had she lost her vision, would he have 
come to help her in the same way? Certainly there have 
been a few, rare cases where men have devoted them- 
Selves to the accomplishments of women, but seldom 
when they were of equal stature in the eyes of the woud. 
It may be easier for women to nurture than for men. Yet 
it does not follow that Beauvoir's relationship to Sartre 
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denies her individuality rather than offering her E 
If Sartre was devoid of sexual jealousy, as she y Ei ve 
he was also able to accept dependence in old m E 
perhaps is not. They have functioned as rem 
Phyllis Schlafly. In her opposition to ERA, E Lx 
helps to provide a nucleus for the radical right. > p 
opposed feminism in all its forms, in order to en 
women’s role as dependent preserver of the male cg 
Yet she is a woman of continued public accomplishmen 
who entered law school in her f i 
is so often the case with such women) belies the truth o 
her own advice to others. In the limelight, it is pleasant 


p : ick the 
to pose as womanly, persuading others to stick to 
Joys of obscure labor. 


Schlafly was the older 
à private Catholic sc 
Washington Univers 
cliffe. All her politica 
tion of domesticity, 
has been in support 
an attorney for large oil companies, has always been 
dedicated to comba 
her mind, women’ 
nected, if not identical. In this she is probably correct. 
Certainly her activ 
gress when her fir 


fties and whose life (as 


of two daughters and attendéd 
hool for girls. She graduated =~ 
ity and did graduate work at Rad- 
l experience (and despite her exalta- 
she has worked almost all her life) 
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their necessity to conservatism. Deutsch, while defend- 
ing Freud’s most patriarchal statements about women, 
herself lived their denial. Both women urge other 
women to a femininity they themselves have never prac- 
ticed, both exalt wife and motherhood, but one at least 
has recognized and openly proclaimed the cause to 
which she sacrifices her fellow females. 

The life of Frances Perkins (1882-1965), an American 
woman of great accomplishment, is in some ways a para- 
digm of the female experience of achievement. She was 
the first woman member of the United States Cabinet. 
She was profoundly devoted to the amelioration of the 
unbearable condition of the poor and the working class. 
The older of two daughters and a graduate of Mt. Hol- 
yoke College, she was, from the first, a feminist. Her 
father, who in her childhood read and enacted Greek 
plays in the original, began to teach her Greek when she 
was seven or eight years old. In the words of Perkins's 
biographer, “within the shadings of affection in a happy 
family, it was evident that Fanny, as she matured, was 
becoming more compatible with her father than with her 
mother or sister.’’3? 

Her marriage, to a man w 
versible mental ill-health, prov 
freedom but the necessity to work. 
keeping her own name, Perkins, an 
referred to in Mt. Holyoke's alumnae 
Professional rather than personal accom 
Holyoke, in fact, ignored her for years, in favor of do- 
mestic, volunteer women in a pattern my own experience 
with Wellesley exactly reproduced. In later years, she 
fought, unsuccessfully, to prevent the presidency of Mt. 
Holyoke going to a man. She wrote to a friend: "I don't 
quite see the sense in conducting a college for one hun- 


ho soon declined into irre- 
ided her with not only the 
She insisted upon 
d fought to be so 
notes, with her 
plishments. Mt. 
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dred years if it and others like it don’t produce io 
one female capable of running such an institution. : 
statement, however, did not resonate, and Bryn iac 
almost forty years later, was to repeat the Mt. Helye e 
process, even in a time of feminism. Perkins's Meri 
throughout her life is extraordinary, and she never faile 
to follow her grandmother's advice to “walk through any 
doors that are opened." ] 
Yet her suffering as a woman through these years 15 
palpable with strain. She was always to follow the admo- 
nition she passed on to her (nonprofessional) daughter: 
Don't let anyone too close, don't reveal yourself. Roose- 
velt, as President, asked of her tasks he would not have 
asked of a man. She felt always that she must not disturb 
her colleagues' sense of how a woman should properly 
act. Her sense of other people's dignity and feelings was 
exactly what one would wish could be the general rule 
for action in the political world, but her great sensitivity 
and nurturing qualities were unnoticed and unap- 


preciated and unsupported, except by a very few. It is 
little wonder that 


her daughter felt her mother’s career 
admirable but undesirable: Who could choose such 
strain?33 


E that she sto 


Secretary of Labor, she failed 


to see that her tokenism 
made the à 


islati loss of protective leg- 
islation for w 


omen workers, which had been the object 
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of her early political endeavors. The lack of imagination 
here is notable. 

Perkins’s end is sadly symbolic. Insufficiently honored 
in her lifetime, she was at last asked to become a member 
of an all-male club at Cornell, and to live, as no woman 
before her had, in an all-male house. She was extremely 
happy there, in the last years of her long life. At her 
funeral, eight of the men from this Cornell Club were her 
pall bearers, and in an act of great tribute, raised her 
coffin high above their heads as they carried her out. 
While in the Cabinet, she had agreed, in matiers of pro- 
tocol, to take the position of the wife of the Secretary of 
Labor, so as to offend none of the other Cabinet wives 
by out-ranking them. As did so many women, she aimed 
always at the common good. A noble aim—but one ends 
life carried out upon the shoulders of males, having left 
no female followers behind. 

What part have mothers played in all this? On the 
whole, mothers have tended to be ultimately ineffective 
in the formation of achieving daughters. Statistics sug- 
gest that the daughters of working mothers have a higher 
Opinion of women generally than do the daughters of 
homemakers; similarly, girls in a class taught by women 
will tend to rank women higher on a scale of ability and 
importance than girls in a class taught by men.?* 

In the past, however, so-called feminist mothers have 
suffered what might be called the Hedda Gabler com- 
plex. Eager to shine in the world, they were unwilling or 
unable to affront convention or to move out beyond the 
Very strictures of society that confine them. Naturally, 
the message such women gave their daughters was to be 
independent, but not so independent that you will en- 
danger social approval or prevent a man from marrying 
You. The problem for the daughter was that, even if she 
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eventually saw through the dangers of Ma i pia 
trictions, she was unable to overcome her fear o à pie ae 
them. A Southern woman writer has on mo Pw eie 
girl who began by believing everything her an nat 
teachers said to her, and ended by Sebebsugr ton 
these things, [found] that she couldn't keep herse 
behaving as if she still believed them.”"35 Te 
Naomi Mitchison, in her memories of an Edwarc a 
childhood, recalls that her mother was a feminist, i i 
wanted Naomi to be a doctor. She was sent to the Dragon 
School in Oxford, one of the few girls in a boys’ ii aed 
tory school. A writer, she later evinced He wii 2 
feminism nor conflict with the conventional female d 
Mitchison's mother, though feminist, was a ipe : 
Hedda Gabler, Utterly devoted to the Empire and la ‘A 
like behavior, she would not talk to anyone in trade. S sis 
Covered Naomi's genitals with a handkerchief whe 
Naomi was a child so that the surgeon, setting her leg: 
would not see them. She disliked the “commonness oa 
antics of suffragettes and called herself a suffragist 
Naomi's older brother, J.B.S, Haldane, was encourage à 
to be a scientist, even serving their father as his assistan 
when still a boy. The mother's expressed belief in “fem! 


a "e n x re 
nism,” and her desire for Naomi to be a doctor wer 
without noticeable effect,36 


FEMALE CHILDHOOD 123 


these factors because it may be possible to learn from 
them, reproduce them where desirable, alter them where 
necessary. New patterns of parenting, for example, may 
help to create conditions in which girl children develop 
the sense of autonomy and self-reliance that contribute 
to professional success. Of course, knowledge of these 
matters is still very limited. Achieving women have been 
far too little studied, just as, until recently, women in 
general were far too little studied.?? 

Except during periods of high feminist activity, there 
has been one positive role model for achieving women: 
the father. If the father is absent through death, or other 
cause, and the child is the first born, the mother may 
serve as the reverse model—this is what I shall not be- 
come. In that case, there is no positive model of what the 
girl might be, not even a male one—or there is only the 
memory of a male ideal. In times of feminism, for exam- 
ple, in the decade of the late sixties to the late seventies, 
there are some instances of girls undertaking male- 
dominated professions at the instigations of their moth- 
ers. The message comes clear—don't be a nurse or li- 
brarian like me; be a doctor. But as far as can be 
discovered, in times when there is no cultural support for 
feminism, and these times are many, the mother serves 
as a role model for achievement so rarely as to be statisti- 
cally invisible. In such times, woman in her search for 
"identity," or a self not ultimately defined by a relation- 
ship, follows the only model available: the male one. 

_ My friend Tom Driver has described woman's libera- 
tion as “the attempt of women to become protagonists 
in their own stories." He and his wife, Anne Barstow, 
once asked twelve small groups of women in a workshop 
to invent stories in which the central character was a 
woman. Only one group was able to do so. The others 
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told fantasies in which the woman character was rescued 
or awakened or loved by a man, the true protagonist of 
their stories.38 . 
Woman's fantasies have been trapped eternally in a 
romance where she is the passive figure, without control, 
awaiting her destiny in the person of the man who will 


provide her with a life. Women, like children, have told 
Stories in which the details are more in 
plot, in which their own 
ined. 


From fairy tales onward, women's fantasies have been 
of themselves as the sleeping figure a man will awaken. 
Yet in Stories, as in life, even women can learn to identify 
with the Protagonist, to be, as Denise Levertov was, the 
Quester, not “she who is sought.” In stories, as in life, 1t 
's the male figure whom society has hitherto allowed to 
be the Protagonist, who must, therefore, for a time, be 
the model. The Possibilities for action which seem inev!- 
tably male—as Rich Perceived them in her desire for 4 
Son—must now be Seen as human, possible for women 
also. Woman must learn to contrive plots in which she 


* struggles for control of her own 
at the male own dragons. She must learn to pe 
Protagonists who have, until now, stood 2? 
me. Until now se action, and say: that action Lome 
has met. That "oman has not been part of all ger 
at home, Wo Was Ulysses, while she, Penelope, wa! 
oy say: I wait no longer. 


nportant than the 
action is not possible, not imag- 


Search for a Model: 
History and Literature 


"Now and then it is possible to observe the moral life in 
the process of revising itself"! The words are Lionel 
rilling's; he taught me the process, and its recognition, 
but would have despaired at the direction I perceived 
Culture to be taking. He understood that what he called 
the “bitter line of hostility to civilization” runs through 
modern literature,? but he was constitutionally incapable 
of Perceiving the source of that hostility: the revoluuon 
Of the feminine in life. No more profound revision of the 
Modern life can be contemplated than from this source. 
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fs here 
À s ; in every lucky life ther 
William Gibson has said that in every smal a For 
is one teacher who places his finger upon our s i thei! 
me that teacher was Trilling. The irony ee Was 
characteristic of women's lives—is that the e: :dged 
accidental; Trilling neither intended nor acknowle ale 
^ (C m i 
it. Most women for whom male teachers become pe 
tors turn to them with a devotion either daughter rh 
: : issive eno 
loverlike. I was neither attractive nor submissive pa E 
to have made either role possible, and iiia. A d 
sense of my discipleship. The word disciple was verbam 
the role was filled by several men, some of whom da of 
my colleagues and, in interpretations of the proces: * 
i y ies. They are the ones who! 
the moral life, my adversaries. hey are oie 
m » 5 " ink itam 
Trilling confirmed until his death. Yet I think itar € 
profound tribute to a teacher and writer that he touc n 
he life of l l attitudes he could n 
the life of someone whose cu tural attitudes x: 
i ini os apri / ma 
admire, The Opinions of great critics do not terribly 1 


: - rceive 
ter. What counts for greatness is the ability to perce 
the forces at work. 


In 1972, the 
Standards, a fu 
almost SIXty-se 
son Lecturer i 
ment for the 


Year in which I became, belatedly by »1 
ll professor at Columbia, Trilling, "nu » 
ven years old, was named the first jeter 
n the Humanities by the National Endow 
Humanities. In an interview with the d 
lumbia undergraduate newspaper on that init 
Trilling, asked about a merger with Barnard in line ut 

“recent moves toward co-education at Harvard, Dart 
mouth, Yale, anq Princeton," declared: “I’m an old Co 


lumbia character. I always preferred to teach boys. I was 
Very old-fashioneq ab 


Out that. I like the old thing v 
man's college "4 Much earlier, when I was a a 
Student, and h a late-born only child, was it 
a5 an editor of an intellectual 
reading what he wrote there, 


is son, 
8 served 
ubscribed, 
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I read everything he wrote. Once, commenting on chil- 
dren's books, he used the phrase: "If one is lucky enough 
to be reading to a boy . . ." and there followed all the 
delightful stories one might then indulge in with one's 
progeny. I can still feel the pain such a sentence caused 
me, the desire I then felt, even as he taught me most of 
what I was to learn about the connection between literary 
ideas and culture, to let him know that the anger of 
women, wholly displaced from power, was also a cultural 
fact. 

During all the years we were colleagues hen 
talked to me, except in the most routine way 
ness. I used to fantasize that we would one day engage 
in dialogue—this ponderous phrase exactly explains 
what I aspired to—and his death, ending all hope for 
that, released me strangely, not only to frank disagree- 
ment with his disciples, my colleagues, but to a realiza- 
ton that the dialogue did not require his presence, could 
not, indeed, have encompassed it. 

By an irony he would have apprecia 
as à speaker on the night of his death. 
many of his books to the Columbia Library, 
deliver the annual address to the Friends of the Co- 
lumbia Libraries, a group distinguished equally by posi- 
ton and generosity. It was clear, ill as Trilling was, that 
he would probably not be able to speak on that Novem- 
ber night, but no other speaker could be announced 
because Trilling had not been told of his fatal illness. 
Someone had to stand by. I was asked as something 
rather close to a last resort, and I suggested, rather tes- 
d I fear, that one of his “disciples” be called in to bat 
or him instead. This was impossible, perhaps because of 
their grief. In the end I agreed to substitute in courtesy 
to those who asked me. My only prayer was that Trilling 


ever once 
of polite- 


ted, I replaced him 
He, who had given 
agreed to 
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would not actually die on the day of the dinner. ah 
course he did. There were commemorative rd vd 
fore my turn to speak. Only the brilliance of Gor pa al 
turned the mood of the evening sufficiently aroun he 
allow for my talk, light in tone, on women and biograp PT 
My gentle revenge consisted in talking of women; ia 
moreover, in ending with a quotation from T rilling ti : 
could be used to declare a new dispensation for perc 
endeavors. The speech was well-received, and = 
to contemplate my unwilling mentor with the love a 
disdain the living bear the dead. in my 
Trilling (I never learned to call him Lionel, even in ks 
own thoughts) said of modern literature that "it as 


; ; ; ; : ietv, It asks 
every question that is forbidden in polite society. It 2 


us if we are content with our ma 


rriages, with our fami y 
lives, w 


ith our professional lives, with our friends." bi 
statement is precisely accurate. What Trilling did P : 
consider is that the "us" in that sentence might be te 
male, and that the hostility to civilization felt by wean 
might lie not in the particularity of that contentment 


; ; s n 4 in the 
this marriage, this family, this profession—but in i 
cultural arrangement of these institutions for females 
modern society, 


When I say that Trilling did not consider these thing 
I do never occurred to him. WAD T 
were beyond consideration in his general statemen " 
about moral ideas €Xcept insofar as they impinged nn 
4 ould not help noticing, in ce d 
tain novels where the discontent of women was uem 
explicitly, that the subj Was, so to speak, around. a 
S assing, in all their actions, : € 
moral condition iety. But not even he could igno" 
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Trilling's essay on this novel is the only wildly inaccurate 
and imperceptive one he ever wrote. The sacred moth- 
ers refusing their commissions and the sacred fathers 
endangered," he wrote, misreading both James's atti- 
tude and the novel. As far as I know, he never took the 
opportunity to comment on what might be called the 
feminine revolution without disparaging it, seeing in it 
profound dangers to the proud, masculine life. He was, 
of course, correct. The dangers were real. Trilling’s 
greatness lies in his analysis of that masculine life, its 
civilization he so brilliantly sought to protect and pre- 
serve. If I have used that analysis to question the mascu- 
line values, to attack and question his paternalism, the 
creaky courtesy of his patriarchy, I do so in the knowl- 
edge that I pay a tribute to him, That he reached and 
inspired me, who was neither disciple nor flatterer, is a 
mark of his greatness as a teacher and critic. 

I never knew Trilling personally, nor do I know to this 
day anything about him, probably less than is current on 
the Columbia grapevine. I never met his wife, though I 
have read her writings, and I knew of his son’s birth only 
because he was so overjoyed by it—the birth itself and 
the sex of the child—that his classes (and I sat in all those 
Not limited to College boys) all shared in that exaltation. 
There was a rumor when I was a student, which I heard 
even after his death from my own students, that his name 


w pud i 
as not really Trilling but some more mundane, Jewish 


name, and that, in line with his aristocratic pretensions, 
alled the most 


he had changed it to what Fadiman once € 

cuphonious name in the critical world. This rumor, non- 
Sense of course, was past squelching. It was the only one 
I ever heard about him. Like most petty rumors, it was 
foolish as well as inaccurate: Trilling's Jewishness, his 
Particular background was never, as far as I know, any- 
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thing but a source of pride to him, as it ought me 
been. He was, I believe, the first Jew given tenure in a 
humanities department at Columbia. This occurred, not 
alone because of his great talents, but as a reaction to 
Hitler and the slaughters in Europe? 

He himself stated one of the evidences of his greatness 
as a teacher. “It was not honorable, either to the students 
or to the authors, to conceal or disguise my relation to 
the literature, my commitment to it, my fear of it, my 
ambivalence toward it. The literature had to be dealt 
with in the terms it announced for itself."8 His personal 
relation to the literature made mine possible. When he 
spoke of “the imagination of death and rebirth” he spoke 
of Kurtz and Marlow, of young men acquiescing in the 
imagination of disaster, not of the rebirth of the feminine 
spirit that I dreamed upon, sitting in his classes. ; 

He understood that the transformation of the civiliza- 
tion that had developed until the last third of the nine- 
teenth century was the central theme of modern litera- 
ture. His affections, however, were 
civilization, with community, 
tions, and the subordination of individuality to the gen- 
eral good. For many years I too treasure 
as he had taught me. But I was not, than 


revolutionary or disruptive. There 
issue, as I conceiv 


with the old 
with the old social rela- 


d this heritage, 
ks to him, easily 


s not only ready to 
the price of what I 
sought to overturn. 


ature of the last century 
and a half, and he saw that self, moreover, in relation to 


ord "culture" to the word 
"society," because, as he said in hi 


s marvelously resonat- 
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ing way, "there is a useful ambiguity which attends the 
meaning of the word culture." There is a sense in which 
he saw the self as opposed to culture; indeed, one of his 
collections of essays is titled The Opposing Self. In the 
introduction to that volume, he describes Yeats's whole 
career as “his long quarrel with the culture, which, more 
than anything else, made his passion and his selfhood. 
Such quarrels with the culture,” Trilling goes on to say, 
“we recognize as the necessity not only of the self but of 
the culture."? 

Yet his views on that matter would change over the 
years, most noticeably over the years in which he and I 
were at Columbia as members of the same department. 
In a way far too complicated and too subtle for me to 
expound here (or perhaps anywhere), Trilling began to 
shift his sympathies away from the self and toward the 
culture, as he saw the culture that had produced the 
Yeatsian self endangered, and as women seemed to place 
a larger and larger claim upon the culture. Trilling never 
really conceived the self as properly having 1s being 
within a female. Nevertheless, in speaking of the self, and 
particularly of the "opposing self,” he spoke in a way, as 
I hope to show, particularly 


meaningful to women. 

Greatness for a critic, then, lies in the enunciation of 
forces: he defines the opposites in dialogue, seeing be- 
yond Diderot and Rameau's nephew and all the other 
antagonists to the powerful ideas that confront each 
other in the literature and the culture. If the criuc fails, 
as Trilling failed, to recognize the "anti-hero" (as he 
liked to call the antagonist of ethical nobility) behind the 
mask of feminine compliance, his is not a major failure. 
He left the understanding of their revolution ready for 
the use of feminists, however 


firmly he would have dis- 
dained their cause. Teaching is a dangerous profession. 
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That is why universities are feared by dictators and little 
men dressed in power: because the great teacher can 
teach how to think and interpret, not what to think and 
interpret. So when Trilling, describing Freud, said of 
him that “he charges women not to interfere with men 
in the discharge of their cultural duty, not to claim men 
for love and the family to the detriment of their free 
activity in the world,” we understand, if we are women, 
our violent exclusion from "free activity," from "men" 
who make civilization, even from civilization itself. Un- 
like other thinkers whom he in some ways resembles— 
Buber, Niebuhr, Tillich—Trilling did not write so that 
"men," "mankind," etc. seemed to include women in 
their echo of possibility. When Trilling spoke of men he 
meant not humanity, but males. He was adamant in his 
exclusion of women, from his theories as from his col- 
lege; but if women will read him they will discover the 
Strengths and fears of the civilization they must both 
infiltrate and overthrow. j 

It is child's play 


) to translate Trilling's modern quester 
into a female adve 


nturer; the difficulty lies in persuading 
women that the dream is indeed for them, that male 
adventure may indeed be translated into female adven- 
ture, the more daring because the more unex 
When Trilling sets the community against the self, and 
backs the former, he is backing the male world of power 
that women ought to understand and accept as adver- 
sary. They could find no better teacher, which is what I 
want to show. i 


pected. 


Aning his rather than creating new 
ones. His originality lies in the earlier books. Here he 
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has exchanged brilliance for wisdom; he is one of the few 
critics who rounded off his life in so satisfactory a man- 
ner. Certainly, like most old men, he ended despairing 
of the world that surged around him. Old men should be 
explorers, Eliot advised, but what they explore is not 
what youth explores, at least not in Trilling's case. He 
ended, as great men often end, speaking for the past, 
urging us to understand it. This final book, however, 
most clearly indicates the female situation as the modern 
woman can translate it from its male language, once she 
has the key. For Trilling both describes the male world 
and the source of its defeat. When Trilling announces on 
which ground ‘a man can set up the smithy in which to 
forge his autonomous selfhood,” a woman must ponder 
that advice. 

Here is Trilling on Rousseau. Rousseau "is con- 
nan type whose defining charac- 
Il and strength to make strict 
choice among the elements of our enforced life in soci- 
ety." Trilling urges, with Rousseau, disgust with "the 
personality whose whole being is attuned to catch the 
signals sent out by the consensus of his fellows and by 
the institutional agencies of the culture, to the extent 
that he is scarcely a self at all, but, rather, a reiterated 
Is there a better description. of 

Autonomy for women has 
d by those who see no profit 
in women's imitation of the male scramble for power at 
the cost of loving. But Trilling's words make clear that 
the danger is not of imitation of men, but of women's 
internalization of men's signals and institutions, so that 
woman appears to preserve herself in preserving man's 
"signals" and institutions. It is the mark of a caste that 
it internalizes the judgments of the oppressor, particu- 


cerned to foster a hur 
teristic is autonomy, the wi 


impersonation." 
woman's situation. today? 
sometimes been denigrate 
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larly the judgments upon itself. T 
Tracing the development of the concept e. a sa : 
which emerges in the seventeenth to eighteenth centur n 
Trilling defines it as that within a person which he mo 
cherish for its own sake and show to the world for the 
sake of good faith.”10 Women are only recently ses T 
autobiography in an attempt to show themselves, ani 
most especially their anger, in compliance with this P 
(though the autobiographies are often in the form. g 
novels). Trilling mentions that men, in recognizing 
selves, live “more and more in private rooms,” though 
it does not occur to him to connect this with Woolfs 
admonition about private rooms to twentieth century 
women. Nonetheless, we mav listen and learn. : 
Thinking only of men, Trilling relates Hegel's advice: 
that Spirit, “if it is to fulfill its own destiny of self-realiza- 
tion, must bring to an end its accord with the external 
power of society.” It must seek "existence on its own 
account." Rarely has the challenge to women today been 
more clearly stated. Hegel describes tellingly, so Trilling 
teaches us, the process by which (women) make the 
choice to maintain the relationship with society, the pru- 
dential reasons why the individual argues herself into the 
virtues of the external power, in her case, men. This 
power, Hegel knows, Suppresses autonomy. But most 
tellingly for women, Hegel advises that “the noble self 
is not shaped by its beneficient intentions towards oth- 
ers; its intention is wholly towards itself. "11 What Hegel 
Saw as essential to the formation of the male self one and 
a half centuries ago, what Trilling describes to us as 
essential toan understanding of man’s quarrel with civi- 


lization, applies now with consummate exactness to the 
female condition. W 


omen are only beginning to learn 
about sincerity. 
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I do not mean to suggest that in reading Trilling 
women are involved in nothing more than efforts of 
translation or, perhaps, allegory. It is also necessary to 
remind oneself, as Trilling praises all that is noble in 
civilization—"'order, peace, honour, and beauty," as well 
as the family and community—that these values and in- 
stitutions are maintained at the price of woman's labor. 
Whenever men long for the honor of a past culture, they 
fail to mention the cost to that culture of the women who 
awaited the male return from adventure. One must also 
watch out for Trilling’s "we's." Women are not a part of 
his "we." When, therefore, he writes that "we reject the 
archaic noble vision of life because we desire to escape 
the limiting conditions which it imposes," he does not 
dream that women may rightfully appropriate to them- 
selves the "we" in that sentence. Trilling, like Werther, 
is enchanted by "actual scenes of patriarchal life,"!? and, 
even where he is defending assertions of self against that 
life, as he would not do in his later works, he nowhere 
suggests that the assertive selves might be feminine. 

This means, of course, that sincerity may be seen with 
tolerance, the tolerance of an understanding father for 
al son, but when sincerity becomes authentic- 
it threatens the foundations of Trill- 
becomes danger- 
cerity transforms 


his prodig 
ity—when, that is, 
ing's own world—then self-assertion 
ous. Is it only a coincidence that sin 
itself in Trilling's eyes to something very much less at- 
tractive, and more dangerous, when women may be con- 
ceived as a part of the challenge? 

Jane Austen is the single woman author Trilling ever 


discusses with admiration, indeed with acclaim for her 
absolute greatness, even in comparison with Dickens. 
Mansfield Park must, therefore, be the novel that most 


attracts his interpretation, and indeed his brilliance 1s 
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nowhere more evident than in his understanding of this 
novel, especially in his perception that charm and good- 
ness are not, as we hope they are, likely to be allied. 
Austen was committed, so Trilling claims, to "the ideal 
of ‘intelligent love’ according to which the deepest and 
truest relationship between human beings is peda- 
gogic."!? But Trilling nowhere makes clear in what way 
the pedagogy leads a woman to selfhood. Did Austen 
indeed believe that it did? I doubt this, and I think that 
Trilling feared Austen less than he might because he did 
not understand (as she did) that for a woman, the peda- 
gogic relation, (in which the man is the pedagogue), not 
only cannot lead to an "intelligent life," but, in fact, 
altogether precludes it. As his earlier comments on 
Emma show, Trilling did not believe, or did not believe 
that Austen believed, in the woman as a moral forcc. In 
this he was, I think, wrong. 

It is not in what he has to say of Austen that Trilling 
Speaks most meaningfully to women today. 
critic must take note of his remarks, but the 
goes to him, as intelligent re 
life and culture must avoid a 


The Austen 
woman who 
aders do, for insights into 


ny specific comments of his 
9n women as women, and listen to the 


or records others as 


to Trilling's 


day's young man: "Act out your 
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And lest we shy away from this cultivation in the belief 
that it is, especially for women, too egocentric, let us 
learn from Trilling also that "it is through our conscious 
certitude of our personal selfhood that we reach the 
knowledge of others." 

‘Trilling ends his book critical of current ideals, partic- 
ularly those of existentialism and authenticity. He fears, 
in a wonderfully bold conclusion, that we aspire to be 
Christ—but with none of the inconveniences of “under- 
taking to intercede, of being a sacrifice, of reasoning with 
rabbis, of making sermons, or having disciples, of going 
to weddings and to funerals, of beginning something 
and at a certain point remarking that it is finished.” !4 
This description, full of all of Trilling’s wonderful elo- 
arole we must now see women as taking on, 
d that men were deserting it. Women’s 
has been without beginnings or 
ave been notably lacking in disci- 
s almost total 
an unbroken 


quence, is of 
even as he feare 
work, we must note, 

endings, and women h 
ples. There can be no question that women’ 
lack of followers—of those who carry on, in 
work of achievement—has been the greatest 
history. Above all, however, 
ith the rabbis and their patriar- 
chal culture, tells us to reason with the rabbis. We must 
be willing to be a sacrifice for ourselves, we must inter- 
cede. He has told us, however unintentionally, that we, 


too, partake of divinity. 


line, the 
deprivation in women’s 
Trilling, who identified w 


“The Question was, who was guilty." This sentence, 
the beginning of Lionel Trilling’s story, “Of This Time, 
Of That Place,” is a quotation from Ibsen’s Ghosts. Trill- 
ing has taken a question asked by a woman and of soci- 
ety’s degradation of her, and transformed it into a male 
question, asked in an all-male classroom of a society 
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perceived as having the male at its genie DNE 
with characterisuc perspicacity, Trilling knew Nw bi 
question was. I wish to suggest a different Sa Y va 

Guilt is an unhappy word. It suggests, rever berates 
with the profoundest feelings of the human Condino 
and is, I sense, the question women must ask themselves: 
after we have recognized the unbelievably hard condi- 
tions under which women have struggled throughout 
recorded history, is there any sense of guilt—I speak of 
guilt in a Biblical, Greek, Shakespearean sense, with all 
the implications intact—with which women might lis- 
cover, as tragic heroes do, the responsibility for our own 
condition? 

All of us who have taught literature must, at some 
time in our careers, have encountered the student who 
asks: why was Oedipus to blame? Wasn't he doomed by 
the oracles? Or, conversely, if he believed that he was 
to murder his father and marry his mother, why not 
simply remain a bachelor and avoid anger at all males 
older than himself? This profound disinclination to 
confront the tragic question is particularly American. 
Trilling recognized this, and taught, moreover, that 
"we fulfill ourselves by choosing what is painful and 
difficult and necessary."!5 I want, therefore, to explore 
the ways in which we women (never mind how cruel the 
circumstances) have betrayed ourselves, and we must 
realize that whatever the fates ordained, we bear the 
n enlightenment. 
9t of blame, but of transformation, 
n, not only of institutions, but of fe- 


, 


transformation of 
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tered education into a guide for female accomplish- 
ment. 

For what we must realize is that the stories of women 
are the stories of acceptance, and passivity. To recognize 
woman's Oedipal guilt for wishing the passivity, the sim- 
ple "thereness" of the mother, is not to "blame" her, any 
more than one “blames” Oedipus. It is to suggest that 
unconscious impulses must be redirected, or at the least, 
recognized. 

Patricia Spacks, in her introduction to a collection of 
essays, Contemporary Women Novelists, mentions that even 
a cursory survey of fictions about women suggests that 
they involve "patterns of passivity.” "Martha Quest, that 
brilliant study of adolescent rebellion, proceeds, for ex- 
ample, through vignettes of passivity. Martha’s determi- 
nation to make for herself a life different from her 
mother’s leads her to no purposeful, self-ordained ac- 
tion. She exists at the disposal of others.” 16 

Speaking of the novels of Jean Rhys, Elgin Mellown 
recognizes the inevitable approach to the destinies of 
male and female characters. “The man considers himself 
to be a free agent in the present moment, not fearing the 
future and not completely at the mercy of the past. But 
the woman knows instinctively that she must act out a 
preordained role and that, no matter what present 
events may indicate, her end is inevitable.” !7 Female 
authorship, when it has not projected its dreams of ac- 
tion upon male characters, has contrived either to endow 
the expected female destiny with terror, wit and passion 
—the romance or the comedy of manners—or shown the 
inevitable despair of passivity—the realistic novel. As a 
variation on this theme, women use “motherhood” as an 
excuse not to succeed outside a domestic role, not to try, 
or, trying, not to persevere through the necessary pain. 
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To choose male literary models and reinterpret them 
to address women is neither a simple nor an exclusive 
process. That women should not eschew any female 
model, literary or other, which presents itself is, one 
hopes, too obvious to need repeated emphasis. Simi- 
larly, the complexity of a process whereby women inter- 
nalize, not men’s view of them, nor men’s use of them, 
nor men’s ideas of their proper destiny, but that very 
process by which men themselves have achieved self- 
hood, is not to be underestimated. The aim of such a 
process is not imitation of men, except in the Aristotelian 
sense in which an action is imitated. Least of all is it the 
adoption of such aspects of male behavior as machismo 
and fear of the female. These last are the defenses males 
have adopted in the course of their own difficult path to 
selfhood. Woman, Starting elsewhere, 
warned against them. 


The major difficulty for women will be to hold in mind 
at the same moment the male model and its ultimate 
transformation to female uses. Woman must learn to call 


w : 4 
hatever she is or does female. For whatever she is or 
does is fi 


emale. Ultimately, there are no male models, 
ee only models of selfhood from which woman 
nne In recognizing the maleness of models 
dp P : oman, at the same ume, denies that the 
on of these models with maleness is a necessary 

€en continuously warned to shun 

» warned that her very being would be 


9 follow such a pattern, she needs 


need not even be 
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any to begin. Erich Neumann, who subtitled his interpre- 
tation of the story, "The Psychic Development of the 
Feminine, "!* has (with one or two stereotypical reserva- 
tions) shown it to be an account of how woman must 
learn to control her own destiny, to do rather than to be, 
if she is to achieve ego stability. Further, Neumann tells 
us that ego stability in women has been constantly threat- 
ened by relatedness—by the need above all to be loved, 
to be affirmed in one's being only by another's choice to 
love one. Neumann's interpretation of Eros and Psyche 
is of great interest because the tendency of male inter- 
preters of the story, artists even more than poets, has 
been to see it as a tale of feminization, in which the male 
Cupid is made gentler in a female way, and the two 
figures, male and female, come to resemble each other 
to a remarkable degree. 

Jean Hagstrum provides the most interesting recent 
discussion of the process of feminization in Eros and 
Psyche. He observes, as have so many others (why not 
women?) that this story, “is rich and complex enough— 
as all fairy tales are—to justify the many varied interpre- 
tations which succeeding centuries have accorded it."!? 
Hagstrum's discussion, witty, informative, and illus- 
trated, delightfully presents the interpretation that many 
feminists have insisted clinches their case against androg- 
yny. Hagstrum shows that in the various representations 


of the Eros and Psyche legend, it is always the male who 
irtues of the 


is made more feminine, who assumes the vi 
"feminine" nature. Although Psyche must become 
slightly more manly to resemble her lover so closely, a 
glance at the illustrations confirms on the whole the fact 
that it is the male figure who has been allowed the dual 
characteristics. Those who criticize the theory of androg- 
yny do so precisely for this reason: the male assumes 
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feminine characteristics, while the female (as in the work 
of Norman O. Brown) is left with those reproductive 
characteristics that the male cannot assume, but she 
takes on nothing of the male character. 

Hagstrum recognizes, however, that the qualities in 
this story, which he interprets as the homoerotic, the 
narcissistic, and the incestuous, “became very prominent 
in that breakup of institutions” that marked the spirit of 
Romanticism.? At least the first two of these, the 
homoerotic and the narcissistic, are also the elements 
that today's conservatives (Anita Bryant, Phyllis Schlafly, 
et al.) most fear. The refusal of woman to devote herself 


exclusively to children and her desire 


for her fullest or- 
gasmic capacity are condemned by the conservative as 


narcissistic, while the homoerotic is seen as threatening 
the family. Implicitly, Hagstrum criticizes those who 
have attempted to move mankind “toward the liberation 
of both the sexes from repressing conventions . . . and 
toward an undifferentiated commonality of men and 
women.” He sees genera] interpretations of the Eros and 
Psyche legend as simultaneously endowing males with 
feminine virtues and profoundly threatening the patriar- 
chal Structures of our society. 

Erich Neumann's reading of the story he calls “Amor 
and Psyche,” not historical like Hagstrum’s, serves much 
better as an example of the way in which such tales may 

2Y Women to a wider and more liberating use. 
1952, in his interpreter, courageous, particularly in 
3 pretation of this myth as indicating the 


r 5 a 
h ocess necessary to women for the achievement of self- 
ood. He plots the 
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ness, their distinct individualities. The importance of 
this interpretation lies not only in the necessity for Psy- 
che, the feminine consciousness, to do rather than to be, 
but also in Neumann 's realization that women are halted 
on the road to selfhood by the temptations of pity. The 
feminine ego, Neumann recognizes, is most seriously 
threatened by relatedness and its unwillingness to ex- 
change what is at hand for a good that seems abstract. 
There is some dangerous nonsense in Neumann's ren- 
dering of the myth, but considering the date, remarkably 
little: the danger consists in his identifying the feminine 
self with beauty rather than knowledge, and in the sug- 
gestion that it must stop its growth short of the point 
reached in masculine development, that is at the stage of 
beauty and contemplation of the body, which we call 
narcissism.?! Neumann's reluctance to allow the female 
full development of the masculine self, as the male is 
urged toward cultivation of the feminine self, reflects the 
enormous bias of those years and of his mentor Jung 
who, though he understood the importance of the femi- 
nine to the masculine, lacked the impulse orimagination to 
conceive the importance of the masculine to the feminine. 

Nonetheless, Neumann’s interpretation serves women 
well. He sees, for example, that Psyche must be per- 
suaded to break the taboo her husband has imposed on 
her, that she may not see him or know “who he is." “It 
is the ever-recurring ‘Never question me,’ the order not 
to enter the ‘closed room,’ whose infringement Psyche 
must encompass." Neumann is outspoken in seeing Psy- 
che’s sisters, not, as usually interpreted, as evil, but as a 
force for liberation, particularly from marriages which 
“are a symbol of patriarchal slavery,” for these sisters 
have been "given to alien kings to be their handmaid- 
ens.” Vital to this point is not only the realization that 
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patriarchal marriage is a disastrous aes etuanton vg 
sexes, but also the understanding that the male does " 
want a mature Psyche, that he will oppose female grow 1 
toward full consciousness and that the female must, 
nonetheless, risk the loss of her lover if she is to enter 
her destiny. For Psyche is desirable to her lover only 
when she is living entirely for him, a realization less 
important for what it tells us of marriage than for wig 
it recognizes as central to the feminine consciousness: 
the female need for love and relatedness that confirms 
the male need for power, to the general destructiveness 
of humanity. Neumann understands that the prevailing 
situation, with all its advantages for the male, is dis- 
turbed by Psyche, that she “dissolves her participation 
mystique with her partner and flings herself and him into 
the destiny of separation which is consciousness." 
Neumann Says of Psyche that “with her first three acts 
she sets in motion the knowledge-bringing masculine- 
Positive forces of her nature. But, in addition, she con- 
verted the unconscious forces that had helped her into 


conscious activity and so liberated her own masculine 
aspect."22 


Let us think about Cinderella. As Anne Sexton says: 
“That story." 


In Sexton's words: 


The man took another 
two daughters, pretty enough 
but with hearts like blackjacks, 

Cinderella was their maid. ... 

Her father brou 
jewels and 
but the tw 


wife who had 


ght presents home from town, 
gowns for the other w 


omen, 
18 of a tree for Cinder 


ella. 
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She planted that twig on her mother's grave 
and it grew to a tree where a white dove sat.?? 


Bettelheim, interpreting the same events, writes: 


Since her father gives Cinderella the twig which enhances 
the memory of the mother, it seems to be a sign that he 
returning from her heavy involvement 


approves of her 
to the 


with him to the original unambivalent relation 
mother. This diminution of the father's emotional impor- 
tance in Cinderella's life prepares the way for her transfer- 
ring her childish love for him eventually into a mature 


love for the prince.*# 


Analysts, of course, to a man (and woman) see the 
universe as revolving around male destiny: attachment 
to it, rather than imitation of it, constitutes female des- 
tiny. But let us translate those princes who keep awaken- 
ing and discovering the girls in fairy tales. Suppose—and 
what else does one do with fairy tales—that the prince in 
Cinderella stood, not for the girl's need to love a man, 
transferred in proper Freudian fashion from papa to hus- 
band, but for her other self, that “masculine” part of 
herself, externalized in the story, to which she must be 
awakened to achieve adulthood. So, too, the prince in 
Sleeping Beauty. The mother is dead—that is, the early 
attachment to the mother must cease, as it must for a 
boy. Then, the prince kisses Sleeping Beauty awake, but 
not to matrimony and living “happily ever after." No, to 


her selfhood, to her ability to live out her own destiny, 
to engage, as the boy engages, in the initiation rites that 
idual. That 


lead to maturity and rebirth as an adult indivi 
story. Not, as Sexton tells us mockingly, the “happily 


ever after" story, the old, lying view of marriage. 
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One needs to notice, also, that dove, in the tree, Weh 
grew from the twig on the mother’s grave, who ioe 
Cinderella, just as the animals help Psyche. All interpret- 
ers seem agreed that animals who help young ls 
represent in some way their essential animal ra ge ye 
ability of women to be in touch with the earth and its 
creatures. That is so, that is what passes, and should 
pass, from the nurturing parents to the children pine 
their separation from childhood. The ability to reach 
that dove, the ants, and the other animals, is what chil- 
dren should take with them into their rebirth at adoles- 
cence, It is the best memory of love and should remain 
always. 

Yet, Cinderella ends in marriage, which, however much 
it may be taken as the paradigm of selfhood, even of a 


woman's uniting with her masculine self, has been for so 
many centuries the enslay 


ing institution of women. ‘The 
interpretation of C 


inderella's marriage as a unification of 
self will hardly serve to counter the conventional female 
dream, still preserved in romances, that a woman's des- 
tiny consists in her rescue by a "prince." , 
Karen Rowe, in a study entitled “Feminism and Fairy 
Tales,” has analyzed the way in which the heroine's role 
in fairy tales “dooms female protagonists (and readers) 
to pursue adult potentials in one way only: the heroine 
dreamily anticipates conformity to those pre-destined 
roles of wife and mother.” Rebellion for such a heroine 


“unilateral | actions by aggressive, self-motivated 
women,” like Cinderella's Stepsisters, or all stepmoth- 
ers; fairy tales join the conventional culture in **transmit- 


ting clear warnings to rebellious females.” Yet Rowe 


History AND LITERATURE 147 


recognizes how strong is women's resistance to rebellion 
against the stereotype of the waiting, passive woman in 
fairy tale and romance: “the female psyche has not 
matured with sufficient strength to sustain a radical as- 
sault upon the patriarchal structure." For there are, as 
yet, loo few contrary models to catch the imagination of 
the young woman, or girl. Rowe concludes her sad analy- 
sis with the hope that woman's new psychic and cultural 
experience will "grow fairy tales for human beings of the 
future, "29 tales that will break the cycle of female com- 
mitment to passivity and fear of aggression. 

Here one feels particularly the importance of not limit- 
ing the female imagination to female models. Bettelheim 
has shown how small boys can use the female model of 
helplessness in fairy tales to reduce their anxicties and 
unmentionable fears; similarly, young girls should be 
able to use male models to enhance their feelings of 
daring and adventure. To choose only the most obvious 
example, consider the many Grimm fairy tales employ- 
ing the theme of the "three brothers." What if the girl 
could conceive of herself as the youngest of the three? 
Powerless, scorned, the one from whom least is ex- 
pected, even by himself, this third brother, because of 
virtues clearly “feminine” —animal-loving, kind, gener- 
ous, affectionate, warm to the possibilities of affiliauon— 
this third brother, again and again rejected, nonetheless 
persists to success with the help of his unlikely friends, 
and despite the enmity of what, in the person of the two 
older brothers, might be called the “male” establish- 
ment. 

Five of the Grimm fairy tales can serve as examples: 
“The Golden Bird,” "The Queen Bee,” “The Three 
Feathers,” “The Golden Goose," and “The Water of 
Life." In all the stories, the two older brothers desptse 


148 REINVENTING WOMANHOOD 


the youngest, who is usually called Simpleton or Dumml- 
ing, and are quite willing, when threatened, to deprive 
him of everything or even to kill him. In spite of this 
intention the youngest will rescue his brothers when they 
have become entrapped by their own selfishness. In 
these stories, even though the third brother has proved 
himself once, the older brothers convince the father that 
he is inherently inept, and he is forced to prove himself 
several times over—a paradigm of female experience in 
the male power structure that no woman with aspirations 
above that of sleeping princess will fail to recognize. 
The third brother has, interestingly for the purposes 
of the women whose model he will be, internalized oth- 
ers’ opinions of him 
adequacy. 
mother sc 


he experience of Yezier- 
when the woman in the 
$ food than the men al- 
d is as hungry. The third 
uster of characteristics we 


“masculinity.” Unlike Cinderella or 
even Psyche, however, he uses his “feminine” character- 


istics of nurturance and relatedness to help him on the 
Path toward selfhood 
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line" and “feminine” qualities, he is not committed to 
those in power, by whom he is considered superfluous, 
inessential, not of inherent value. In the fairy tales, the 
power structure is wrong. 

One of the stories, “The Water of Life," provides a 
model not only for the girl aspiring to selfhood, but for 
her likely experiences as a token woman. In this tale the 
third brother is accepted only so long as he does not 
challenge the older brothers’ power. So the woman will 
be accepted, so long as she does not become supportive 
of other women, nor challenge the male view of how 
things should be run. Though she rescues her male 
peers from dragons, they will not be grateful, nor per- 
haps even tolerant. 

Bettelheim, in The Uses of Enchantment, is typical in his 
male use of female figures. Boys may project themselves 
onto a female figure like the Goose Girl where itis use- 
ful.26 Martin Green, to take a contemporary critic, may 
say "I am Lady Chatterley," as Flaubert could claim to 
be Emma Boyvary, but women here, as elsewhere, have 
denied themselves, as well as been denied, the use of 
male figures as surrogates for their own experience. Yet 
much of modern critical theory (to go no further) sup- 
ports such a use. Take, for example, Propp's formalist 
analysis of fairy tales into seven "spheres of action : 


. the villain 

. the donor (provider) 

. the helper 

. the princess (a sought- 
. the dispatcher 

. the hero (seeker or victim) 
. the false hero?? 


for person) and her father 


M OU CN 
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One character may, of course, play more than one of 
these roles. But notice that only the "sought-for person" 
is identified by gender. Other figures may be female, but 
only the princess must! be. What woman must learn to 
assume is that she is not confined to the role of the 
princess; that the hero, who wakens Sleeping Beauty 
with a Kiss, is that part of herself that awakens conven- 
tional girlhood to the possibility of life and action. 

Structuralism supports this admonition to ignore the 
marked gender in the characters of myths and fairy tales. 
In "The Sex of the Heavenly Bodies," for example, Lévi- 
Strauss shows how the sex of the moon and sun are by 
no means constant from culture to culture, or language 
to language, or even always within one culture. Nor is 
there anything in his theories that insists upon the sex of 
the constituent Parts. Men now trade women exoga- 
mously, but the structures themselves do not require 
this; the structures would work identically if women 
traded men. The point is that the structures are human, 
not sexually dictated. This is what woman must learn. As 
Margaret Fuller said, “Jove sprang from Rhea, Pallas 
from Jove. So let it be, "28 

Female use of the male model need not, 
remain a matter of 
and tragedy must be 


however, 
translation. Sometimes myth, tale, 
transformed by bold acts of reinter- 
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the same light I wish to suggest how another Greek trag- 
edy might be transposed for my purposes. Difficult as 
this exercise is, I undertake it in order to show concretely 
the sort of reinterpretation I now urge upon women. 

Male myths about women, interpreting women for 
male purposes, have, of course, predominated. Woman, 
if'she has not already internalized these myths, twists and 
turns in pain, searching for herself within their narrow 
confines. As Sandra Gilbert suggests, the female poet 
"writes in the hope of discovering or defining a self, a 
certainty, a tradition." Women poets, considering and 
discarding available metaphors, strain "to formulate an 
ontology of selfhood.” Few women poets have managed 
a complete self-definition, Gilbert points out?9? because 
they lack models of female selfhood but are, nonetheless, 
excluded from the use of male models. 

But why this exclusion? Femininity, apparently, has 
been so fundamental that women cannot hope to eschew 
or evade it, at the same time that it is so superficial that 
any enactment of a "male" role fatally threatens it. 
Women have become convinced that if they step outside 
of the narrowest boundaries of accepted behavior, they 
will be deprived of what is so biologically fundamental 
that it must determine their destiny. 

Women may begin by knowing they are Hamlet, not 
Ophelia, Lear as well as Cordelia: certainly the fool. The 
howl of old age is not alone a masculine howl. Above all, 
one is not Miranda (a male fantasy), not even Ariel, but 
Prospero. One has evaded one's duty to the state, been 
set adrift in a small vessel with one's child, but one knows 
one's power, one's fault in having eschewed responsibil- 
ity, and one returns to rule. AII this is easier than trans- 
formation in those stories where the very action itself 
occurs between the sexes, and where the woman’s natu- 
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ral instincts go to the woman character. That is s 
great imagination is required, where, indeed, sco AP 
who will have an easy enough ume of it, risk litle by 
ridicule. Iam willing to risk that ridicule, for without risk, 
we will have nothing, and derision has only the power we 
give it. , 

Let us look, then, at that very tragedy, or group a 
tragedies, that feminists believe reveals the moment ol 
the patriarchal takeover, and the deprivation of female 
night: the Oresteia. I do not mean here to renounce the 


feminist interpretation: indeed, such a task would be 
both foolish and unschol 


a scholar such as From 
Oresteia demonstrates “ 


I mean to imply, either that I consider Zeitlin’s interpre- 


tation wrong, or, on the other hand, that she would agree 
with a syllable I write here. I w 


women, like men, may 

from male experience. 
To come to the point at once : 

follows that Orestes himself can be conceived as provid- 


ing the paradigm for female achievement of the self. Let 
us first notice, however, 


arly. Nor, in using the work of 

a Zeitlin, who argues that the 
i ! ii , "30 

the dynamics of misogyny, do 


ant merely to suggest how 
use the dynamics offered them 


, I shall argue in what 


that the entire play is sur- 
rounded by female forces, not all of them by any means 


traditional, Stereotypical, or Previously portrayed in 
myth or epic or on the stage. First, we have Clytemnes- 
tra, a woman who has taken over certain aspects of be- 
havior characterized as “male,” who speaks of herself as 
“mere woman” with what Lattimore calls “massive sar- 
casm." She appears to have Stepped from woman's 

€ question the play will ask, among 
One so successfully? Was that, in- 


€ end of the trilogy we encounter 
Athene, a rare female creature, vastly misunderstood 
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and misrepresented, not least by certain women classi- 
cists. With her are also the female deities, the Erinyes, or 
Furies, who, at the end of the last play, are transformed 
and raised to a higher place in the hierarchy of the gods. 
Finally, there is Electra, Orestes's sister, and the only 
woman in mythology who conspires in the murder of her 
mother. The poets invented her; she is not in the tradi- 
lion. 

The Oresteia has been seen, of course, as the great 
mysogvnist tragedy. The solution of the struggle is seen 
as male above female on the social and political level. 
Certainly such an interpretation is historically accurate 
and need not be refuted. The greatness of a work of 
literature lies precisely in the degree to which its inter- 
pretations ramify. To put this another way, the structure 
of profound societal change is enacted in the play; 
whether the change goes one way or another may be 
determined by whether we see the work historically or 
metaphorically. Both interpretations aspire to correct- 
ness, and at different times, or even simultaneously, 
achieve it. 

In the opening play, the Agamemnon, Agamemnon re- 
turns from the Trojan War to be greeted by his wife, 
Clytemnestra, who, together with her lover Aegisthus, 
Agamemnon's traditional family enemy, will murder 
him. Clytemnestra has three clear motives for the mur- 
der: Agamemnon has sacrificed her daughter, Iphigenia; 
he has brought home a concubine, Cassandra; finally, in 
Aegisthus, Clytemnestra has found another lover who 
does not desert her for ten years at a time. Agamemnon 
returns pompous and swollen with vanity; Clytemnestra 
kills him. . ' 

We are left, then, at the end of the first play, with a wife 


having exceeded "wifely" rights and powers and over- 
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thrown her husband. She, in turn, is then overthrown. 
The question for purposes of this feminist interpretano 
is: May we not regard the overthrow of Clytemnestra by 
Orestes and Electra, and its defense by Athene and 
Apollo, as the symbolic moment when the institution of 
motherhood is overthrown? Motherhood is that institu- 
tion in which woman has long been enslaved, which has 
doomed her children of both sexes to endless fears and 
fancies. Clytemnestra, a strong and willful woman, like. 
many women, has turned and twisted within the role of 


wife and mother, but found that individual selfhood is 
not attainable there. 


Clytemnestra has, inevitably, bee 
many thoughtless critics. The trut 
describes it: "The control she gains for Argos is achieved 
through treachery, adultery and terror. "9! These are the 
only means available to competent women imprisoned 
within the walls of “motherhood.” 

Feminists will object that for a woman to suggest the 
“murder” of a mother, however symbolic, is to join with 
the worst male forces, including those who destroyed 
Clytemnestra and established male rule thereafter. But it 
is not a woman who is being symbolically murdered: it 
is the principle of motherhood. That principle, not its 
action in loving Parenthood, but its establishment as an 
institution, must be demythologized and ritually de- 
stroyed. Orestes's and Electra's fear of mother-engulf- 
ment, which prevented their achievement. of selfhood 
and individuality, is today still a real fear for both sexes, 
but especially for women who have been institutional- 


ized into a role where rebirth, initiation, and selfhood 
are Impossible, 


n called masculine by 
h is rather as Kuhns 


Let us, at the same time, recognize that although Elec- 
tra understands the forces that stand between her and 
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selfhood, she is unable to act upon that knowledge. In- 
stead, she awaits the arrival of Orestes to bring about her 
salvation and confines herself to helping him once he has 
appeared. Unlike Electra, women must be ready to 
forego this waiting for the male, brother or other, to be 
the rescuer, the savior. Electra must learn to become her 
own brother, to become, in short, Orestes. 

The truth about Clytemnestra, of course, is that she is 


not an "independent" woman in any sense of the word. 
hout power do respond, 


She has responded as women wit 
seeking domination and revenge, often unconsciously, 
as in the powerful Portnoy mother. It is possible, I think, 
to see Orestes’s or Electra's act as that of any individual 
frecing himself or herself from the female dominator 
who will not overturn the rule of men but who subverts 
them and, in the process, her own children of either sex. 

This brings us to Athene. Athene has had a very poor 
press, among feminists and womanly women alike. 
Pomeroy, for example, calls her "the archetype of the 
masculine woman who finds success in what is essentially 
à man's world by denying her own femininity and sexual- 
ity. "32 Tt is significant that Pomeroy's footnote refers to 
Helene Deutsch in this connection. So we continue in 
circles, having called all achieving women masculine, we 
insist upon seeing them thus. But Athene, the goddess, 
has no more denied her femininity than have those mod- 
ern, mortal women in any job or profession who have 
shown themselves capable of achievement. 

In destroying their mother, Orestes and Electra freed 
themselves for their own selfhood, for their initiation 
rites. If I interpret this as the overthrow of motherhood, 
it will be claimed that such an overthrow will destroy 
woman's joy in childbirth, will prevent her spending a 
period of her life with her small children, etc. The fear 
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is absolutely fundamental. It is not an accident that the 
most conservative political and intellectual forces in our 
culture have rallied around the family as the last bulwark 
against sweeping social change. It is the last bulwark. 
Furthermore, the vision of a world without a mother 
devoted entirely to one’s infant self is dreadfully threat- 
ening, almost as threatening as that of the mother reen- 
gulfing one’s no longer infant self, which forces the male 
into antifemale stances and the female into total depen- 
dence upon a male, fatherlike figure. 

At the end of the Oresteia is created a marriage that 
requires, as Zeitlin puts it, “the primacy of the father-son 
bond in patrilineal succession.’’33 The father-son bond, 
the passing of power to one of the (same) male sex, is of 
Course responsible for the anomalous position of 
females today, including the absence of any role model 
for a woman of purpose other than her father. What 
Orestes is perhaps responding to, however, is that myth 
which still gripped the Greek imagination even at the 
time of the Oresteia: the mother-daughter bond. The 
mother (Demeter) held power, which she would use in 
her anger at the rape of her daughter (Persephone). 
Certainly there is an echo of this mythical power in Cly- 
temnestra’s fury at the destruction of her daughter, Iphi- 
genia. Orestes substitutes one parent-child bond for an- 
other. 

What the female 
institution of marria 
ent-child bond is 
undergoes 


Orestes must establish today is an 
ge and the family in which the par- 


into selfhood, but is not 
ith one parent or the other sim- 
In murdering motherhood, the 
to establish with the help of 
des a political situation in which 
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x is vested in neither sex. 
c M. 
m d d i me rather than diminishing 
deseo ave e . The Erinyes, or Angry Ones, tradi- 
ipo T ag the killing of one's kin and especially, 
dd csi ps s mother. In the play, they object 
mother as he eric iei ira e ee of iis 
ot suffe or the murder of his 
ee nventional interpretation (within, of 
Erwan a a an of Greek history and belief) it is 
Pis se use Orestes is not made to suffer, that moth- 
ds a NP thought to be abrogated and the right of 
€— ine established. But it is possible, if one 
"e raid in ea the play in a contemporary light— 
ma ien c and playwrights who adapt Greek dramas 
in a re a their own purposes—to see the transfor- 
emm af à, ja apa into the Eumenides as the acquies- 
bou n e emale spirits in the destruction of mother- 
xe irs the affirmation of self-creation, of the 
resi d initiation rites by our female Orestes, by 
owe , that is, speaking for woman now. Let me repeat: 
Scotia | mean that this is what the play said to the 
ee suggest that we have here a myth, or story, m 
aud uia action of woman, here portrayed by Orestes 
siens ic can be seen completing the process that will 
fended iis ar The spirits that have always pe 
ien c ari s marriage bond, the old insutution of 
Bo asi [9 a ere reconstruct themselves into that mod- 
duplo sapis in men and women that is not 
iia e of the earth and its ric 
ims new order of individuals. They h 
m their keeping. ?* 
As Kitto points out, the Eu 
not strife between kin, but stri 


hes, but which recog- 
ave "the rich 


to prevent, 


menides will try 
d, by 
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implication, between states.35 In short, there is a recog- 
nition in this play that the institution of “motherhood” 
as enshrined is no longer a benefit to the carth, and 
though many (like Clytemnestra) will try to defend it and 
demand vengeance upon those who fight motherhood, 
in fact the Furies are transformed into the defenders of 
a new order, where individuals are more kindly and insti- 
tutions of kinship less inevitable. As Zeitlin says of 
Orestes (not of course, in support of this theory), his 
“salvation is contingent upon his successful separation 
from his mother.” The Erinyes, Zeitlin continues, are 
“representatives of a negative matriarchy that must be 
overcome." Though she, of course, sees this matriarchy 
as negative in male eyes, I suggest that, in the contempo- 
rary interpretation, it represents the institution. of 
“motherhood,” fatal to female self-creation. Athene, let 
it be emphasized, must not be seen through Deutsch's 
Freudian spectacles as "mannish," denying her feminin- 
ity. On the contrary, she denies the institution of mother- 
hood, but still retains the nurturing behavior usually 
omen. As Zeitlin says of her, 
can ally herself with male 
positive nurturant behavior." 36 
"androgynous compromise," and 
as the answer to those who fear 
male interests. Athene is, in fact, 
uired desirable male characteris- 


To call for the Overthrow 
revolutionary, and surel 
counterattack. Is there 4 
urging the relegation of 


of motherhood is profoundly 
Y invites angry and sarcastic 
point in stating that onc is not 
infants to institutions, nor the 
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decline of parenthood? The purpose of "overthrowing 
motherhood" is to return the father to home and family 
and to the active care of his infant children, while reliev- 
ing the mother of the full-time care that his absence has 
enforced. The other side of abortion is the transforma- 
tion of each child into a desired child. 

'The sense of Aeschylus's characters that the father is 
the true parent and the mother only an incubator must 
be seen in its positive, metaphoric sense. The man-cen- 
tered woman has always literally followed the Greck con- 
cept: Constance Chatterley says of her pregnancy: "It is 
to have him [Mellors] inside me." This is the true patriar- 
chal view. But reading the claims of the play metaphori- 
cally, for the salvation of the She-Orestes, we can see that 
the acceptance of the mother as an incubator denies her, 
quite properly, sole parenthood, sole qualification for 
the care of the child. That the fetus develops in her body 
would not, in that interpretation, mean that she alone, or 
her woman surrogate, should nurture it afterward. This 
view emphasizes the father’s parenthood in a way we 
must celebrate: sharing in the child’s creation, each par- 
ent—father as well as mother—must share parental re- 
sponsibility, The mother’s body is the incubator, the 
seed is from both, and both must be concerned after the 
child's birth. She-Orestes, in establishing paternal in- 
vestment in the child, establishes also the necessity of 
paternal as well as maternal care. “Motherhood,” alone 
15 not sufficient. 

In a patriarchal society, males must control the pror 
duction of children; that is why conservatives like 
Schlafly, Orthodox Jews, the Roman Catholic hierarchy, 
and the John Birch Society oppose abortion. They de- 
fend not the right to life but male control of childbirth. 
The institution of motherhood, properly sanctified, is 
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the expression of that control; the woman's womb is 
reserved for paternal purposes. In destroying "mother- 
hood," woman frees herself to be a mother, most often 
in consultation with a father, but not necessarily, and not 
in opposition to her own wishes. Thus the commitment 
of She-Orestes to motherhood's destruction. 

There is more to female devotion than the word 
"motherhood" comprehends. The myth of Demeter and 
Persephone is about the bonding between women that 
can be their salvation in a world where 


they have their 
fair share of power. It is the 


only such myth I know, and 
it is not about “motherhood” but about the sturdy loy- 
alty and application of power that the older woman can 
use on behalf of a younger one. Demeter has often been 
called an “earth mother” by men, but was no such thing: 
she was the goddess of the fruits of the ‘civilized cul- 
tured earth.’’37 Altogether noble and womanly, Jane 
Harrison tells us, she was “perhaps not what the modern 
mind holds to be feminine,” belonging to a time before 
goddesses became “abject and amorous, "35 

She shared power equally with her brothers, Zeus and 
Hades, and when Hades attempted to "takeover" a 
younger woman companion (whether or not her daugh- 
ter), she fought with the power that was hers as an auton- 
omous god. The result was a compromise: Persephone 
(or Kore) spent a third of the year in the male domain, 


earth was barren. For the rest of 
mpanion of the older woman, and 
hat women have power, and might 
€another and to make fair bargains 
is an idea few women have 
: They have let men tell them 
Y are entitled to. 

ood, woman's rights over her 
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own body and her own destiny have always been denied; 
beyond this, woman herself has, at the height of every 
feminist revolution, retreated from a position of strength 
lest “motherhood” be threatened. Linda Gordon's his- 
tory of birth control in America carefully documents this 
control as not a single issue, but 
| rights gener- 

of Christianity 
and Judaism was in danger of driving women from reli- 
gion altogether, unless they were offered a promise of 
redemption: that redemption was motherhood. To the 
biological and social components of motherhood was 
added an ideological one. This ideological vision of 
motherhood, which must be dissolved if female auton- 
omy is to be achieved, demanded that the biological and 
social components of motherhood be conceived of as 
indivisible and not be threatened by any female auton- 
omy whatever. It was always opposed to the genuine 
pleasures of mothering. “Like many forms of repres- 
sion," Gordon writes, motherhood "was overdeter- 
mined." It had, that is, several social functions each of 


which alone might have been enough to support it. de 
deed, this form of repression received almost universa 
als as well as by conserva- 


assent. It was approved by liber ) 
tives; it bore not only the good-housekeeping seal of 
approval but finally the intellectual seal as well, con- 
ferred on it by the high priest of the avant-garde, Dr. 
Freud. All joined in defending an indispensable bastion 
of male autonomy. But even as they demolished the fem- 
inine mystique, women must now join in dismantling 
what Gordon calls the motherhood mystique.?? Its useful 
parts can be reassembled elsewhere. 
Need we conceive of the murder o 
action as violent as that of the Oresteia? I 


fact. Gordon sees birth 
inevitably connected to women's politica 
ally. In her view, the profound misogyny 


f motherhood in 
believe so. It is 
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not accidenta! that the Greeks have provided us with the 
form for essential human revolutions. Because women 
turn now from the longest servitude on record, they 
must seek for models of action in literary or dramatic 
figures probably not female. I regard Orestes in this 
light, without, of course, suggesting that the Grecks 
would have countenanced, let alone intended, any such 
interpretation. As women, we must recreate master- 
pieces. We must use myth “in a setting of contemporary 
political institutions.” As Kuhns has suggested, speaking 
of course only of the situation in the Athens of Acs- 
chylus, Orestes’s “exile has prepared him for the role of 
the mortal through whom the moral enlightenment is to 
take place."*9 So woman's exile from the center of action 
has prepared her. 

Thomson tells us that “the matricide is acquitted by an 
appeal to historical expediency, and the trilogy ends with 
the ratification of a new social contract, which is just 
because it is democratic. "41 We perceive the democratic 
differently now, if we are women. And the matricide is 
not of a mother, but of an institution. 

The same male powers that fight for the pre 
of motherhood fear the dissolution of t 
bond, which will lead to sexual in 
manifested politically by a desire to rule "42 This "fear" 
is surely justified, but must be scen as fears so often are, 
as a possibility, including risk. (That marriage as an insti- 


tution seems unlikely to survive in its present form will 
be discussed below.) 


Orestes, in the Greek versi 
to destroy what he feared w 
A female Orestes today 
time to establish marria 
assure an equal possi 
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he marriage 
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ge as an equal partnership and to 
bility for political power. To do 


History AND LITERATURE — 163 


this, however, the female Orestes and Electra must, like 
their Greek counterparts, destroy the maternal principle 
—but not the parental one, whether male or female— 
thus ensuring their own rebirth. The male destruction of 
the mother must now be reenacted by the female, not for 
the assumption of dominance, but rather for the sake of 
equality. 


Muses are for men. From Homer ("Sing in me, Muse, 
and through me tell the story") through Sidney (“Fool 
said my muse to me, look in your heart and write") to 
Robert Graves ("Woman is not a poet: she is either Muse 
or nothing") the muse has been progressively seen as 
male property and male inspiration. The question of 
who is woman's muse, and what that muse's sex has not 
been asked until recently. Graves, indeed, is typical of his 
age in suspecting that women poets may be seeking a 
foothold on male inspiration. If woman is to be a poet, 
Graves says, and he finally grants that she may be, she 
must not claim even the status of "honorary man;" he 
conceives her as even less than a token woman: her des- 
uny is to be inevitably "loving, serene, wise.’’* 

What then of women poets? The question is not an 
Casy one and has been rarely confronted. Margaret Ful- 
ler, recognizing that woman had a choice between being 
the muse for men or Minerva for herself (Athene, that is, 
she of the Oresteia), counseled women to be Minerva, 
eschewing the role of Muse.44 But there, until recent 
years, the matter rested. It is, of course, immensely im- 
portant for the woman to identify her muse, because 
without a muse, she may be without inspiration, or the 
personification of her own greatest powers. 

Is it a matter of simple reversal: a woman’s muse must 
be masculine? To avoid confusion in answering this 


164 REINVENTING WOMANHOOD 


question, we must take care to distinguish muse from 
that other Greek word, mentor. Mentor, a friend of Odys- 
seus, was entrusted with the education of Telemachus, 
and the word has come down to us, through the Laun, 
connoting now something more than a mere teacher, in 
fact, a guide or exemplar in dealing with the central 
concerns of one’s life. In discussing the woman's muse, 
it can be a source of great confusion that male mentors 
have played a crucial role in the lives of most female 
artists and, indeed, most accomplished women. 

It is no accident that those women who became paint- 
ers and sculptors until very recently had fathers who 
were painters or sculptors, or brothers or, more rarely, 
friends. Without male support, instruction, and sponsor- 


ship, female artistic accomplishment was difficult, at one 
ume impossible. Mary Cassatt, whose 


conceived in her lifetime by her family and many others 
as an inade 


quate substitute for marriage and children, 
had Degas as her mentor. Typically, therefore, Nancy 
Hale, in her biography of Cassatt, refers to Degas as her 
- “A woman's muse must, by psychological logic, be 


€ Apollo. Mary Cassatt’s muse was to find its 
mortal tenement in many ‘strong influences,’ but princi- 
pally in Degas,’’45 


work was always 
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at the simple reversal of 
$ direction from his muse, 
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ünue, if at all, only along the minor channels and canals 
that constitute the tributary waterways. 

Emily Dickinson, now recognized as a profoundly im- 
portant figure in American literature, presents perhaps 
the most powerful vision of the woman poet's dialogue 
between herself and her muse. One must, of course, 
begin by realizing that Emily Dickinson was not, as she 
was for so many years conceived to be, a timid, girlish 
figure (MacLeish called her a "girl" after her death at the 
age of fifty-five) but was, as in Adrienne Rich's words, “a 
practical woman exercising her gift as she had to, making 
choices." She lived, Rich declares, a life deliberately or- 
ganized on her terms. "She was determined to survive, 
to use her powers, to practice necessary economies." 

About her life we may at last understand that her seclu- 
sion arose not from fear or timidity, but from her insis- 
tence upon controlling those circumstances that permit- 
ted her poetry. “The real question," Rich has written, 
"given that the art of poetry is the art of transformation, 
is how this woman's mind and imagination may have 
used the masculine element in the world at large, or 
those elements personified as masculine."46 

The male poet, endowed by society with "those ele- 
ments personified as masculine," is free to call upon the 
“feminine” within himself, or those elements per- 
sonified as feminine. But in calling upon those elements 
personified as masculine, a woman risks her idenuty as 
à woman, her "femininity." Because “femininity” has 
always been conceived as a relationship to men, whether 
as sex object, mother, or wife, it can be unbearably 
threatened by the use of what are termed “male” pow- 
ers. It is perhaps for this reason that women poets have 
tended to personify their inspiration as male, as a lover 
or master, or both. Only if their "masculine" powers are 
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conceived of as dominating them in an acceptable way 
can the threat of their poetic powers to their “feminin- 
ity" be borne. " 

Rich has recognized that “a woman's poetry about her 
relationship to her daemon—her own active, creative 
power,”47 has had to use the language of male love yi 
male mastery. But Dickinson, Rich believes, understoo 
this, or at least expressed it in her writing. Her life and 
poetry convey an understanding that the woman poets 
daemon will seem destructive, but that once recognized, 
the daemon cannot be ignored. 

It is no accident that for years scholars searched for, 
took for granted, Dickinson's lost lover. How else ex- 
plain her seclusion, and her poetic mention of men, or 
a masculine God, as threatening her with absolute illumi- 
nation? But if we see, as Rich has taught us to see, that 
Dickinson embodied her own creative powers in a mas- 
culine personification, the search for the literal lover or 
God becomes foolish, misguided. 

If, however, we accept that nineteenth century women 
such as Dickinson struggled with the terrible conflict of 
having to sacrifice their “womanly” selves for their 
"manly" powers, is it inaccurate 


is masculine? The answer is that 
like Dickinson, 


to say a woman's muse 
unless one is a genius 
the struggle within the woman poet 
against a "male" muse will, because of the world's judg- 
ment of what is "feminine," take place at too high a cost. 
Poetry must cost great women poets no more than it 
Costs great men poets; perhaps, because of the long 
years of silence, it may for a time cost less. 

The woman poet, then, must be enabled to perceive 
her muse as of whatever Sex, but not th 
social being. This will bec 
social concept of "feminini 


reatening her 
ome possible only when the 
ty" is abandoned, so that any- 
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thing a woman does is female: nothing is alien to her, if 
she does it; as Dickinson has written: 


Adventure most unto itself 
The Soul condemned to be— 
Attended by a single Hound 
Its own identity. 


This means, of course, that women must abandon the 
fantasy of womanhood, that fantasy provided by fairy 
tales and romances, and perceive themselves as the ac- 
tive principle: in short, as whole, with integrity. Iris Mur- 
doch has said that freedom from fantasy is the beginning 
of human liberation.*§ It is certainly the beginning of 
poetic liberation. 

Historical studies of nineteenth century women poets 
Suggest that they confounded the lover and the mentor 
into an inspiration it was necessary both to welcome and 
resist. "Finding themselves heirs to a long succession of 
fathers, these women share the vision of a father lover 
that Surpasses individuals.''4? Not a bad image of a muse, 
Sexes reversed, except that the man, in turning to the 
muse, turned to what seduces, and the woman turns to 
what rapes. 

Male poets, at least before Freud, when they thought 
of God as blessing them, redeeming them from sin, used 
the imagery of rape: for example, Donne's "except you 
ravish me." But for a woman to think of herself as rav- 
ished by her muse, even if he is confounded with her 
God, is to suggest to herself a passivity and fear not 
healthy, as it may be for a man, but full of terrors for the 
Self. Such a vision also persuades the woman poet that 
her poems derive, in far too literal a way, from something 
not herself, 
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Male poets, Feit Diehl believes, retain the power to 
separate their “poetic fathers” from the muse: perhaps 
because they are different sexes. For the woman poet, 
the confusion between the male mentor, or precursor, 
and the muse seems to demand of her too great passivity- 
There is a pull of "attraction and terror.”50 The male 
muse is both feared and desired, and the woman poet is 
placed in the position of the heroine of Gothic romances: 
the villain turns out to be the hero after all, and she both 
hopes and fears to be overwhelmed. 

The truth of this pattern is, however, a nineteenth 
century truth, and must be recognized as such. When the 
woman's muse is no longer seen as either Pan or malc 
mentor, but as daemon, no more "male" than Sidney's 
muse is "female," both belonging to the poets them- 
selves, then the terror with which the female poet faces 
the muse will be poetic, not social, terror. For the terror 
arises from the social cost to woman of losing her timid- 
ily, passivity, “femininity”; once the cost of creation is 
faced, or diminished, the terror of the woman's muse, 


however personified, will be no greater than the male 
poets terror of his muse, which was often great, as it 
must be. 


s » Woman must not con- 
unue to be placed in 
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cal group, had in their keeping the various genre of 
arustic achievement and were not conceived as the par- 
ticular inspiration for individual poets. When Homer 
began the Odyssey with the words "Sing in me, O muse" 
he called upon the muse of epic in the sort of metaphor 
common to that time and that art. The Oxford Classical 
Dictionary tells us that the muses “have few myths of their 
own.” They represent the various modes within which 
artists may aspire to expression and to glory. That men 
have captured muses for their own is simply another 
example of male imperialism. A muse may be of any sex, 
and probably has been, for men and for women. The 
Classical Dictionary goes on to suggest they are sufficiently 
described as “among the most lovable and influential of 
creations." While today we tend to think of poetic inspi- 
ration as less lovable than demonic, the description sug- 
gests that the terror from one’s muse should arise from 
the terrible necessity of creation, rather than from fear 
by the woman poet that her social place may be.denied 
and her social self assaulted. When women claim men’s 
destiny and men’s inspiration for their own, recognizing 
it as equally female with male, the question of muses will 
again become a literary nicety, the personification of 
art's infinite possibilities. 

We have seen that contemporary women poets find it 
easier to express both their anger at the world and their 
imagination of female autonomy than do contemporary 
women novelists. Poetry, Adrienne Rich has told us, is 

much more rooted in the unconscious, it presses too 
close against the barriers of repression." This explains, 
Perhaps, why nineteenth century women, for the most 
Part, wrote fiction and eschewed poetry. Even Elizabeth 

arrett Browning, when she undertook to write of a 
Woman's struggle toward selfhood, wrote a long narra- 
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tive poem, Aurora Leigh, rather than lyrics. Charlotte and 
Emily Bronté, George Eliot, like Jane Austen, took up 
the novel as that form of expression, that construct, Rich 
says, which can be planned or organized to deal with one 
level at a ume. “It is always what is under pressure in us, 
especially under pressure of concealment—that ex- 
plodes in poetry." 5! 

That women poets today can express what women 
novelists, for the most part, only discuss, consider, guess 
at, is, I think, a sign of great hope. If the woman's muse 
is such that it can inspire women poets, women novelists 
cannot be far behind. Women novelists so far have led 
their women heroes to the edge of selfhood: these 
heroes have managed, as we shall see, to desert mar- 
riage, but not to find another life. But the poets, particu- 
larly Adrienne Rich, have begun the task. In Rich's 
words: “No one has imagined us." 


Marriage and Family 


Marriage, in fiction even more than in life, has been the 
Woman's adventure, the object of her quest, her jour- 
ney’s end. Contemporary fiction modulates the formula 
in one respect: the abandonment of marriage replaces 
the achievement of it. While it is obvious what these 
fictional women detest in marriage, it is not always clear 
what they desire. How, indeed, might clarity be expected 
about an institution defined to encompass, in women's 
failure at autonomy, its own success? 

So the women split: Kinflicks, Small Changes, The 


IJI 


172 REINVENTING WOMANHOOD 


Women’s Room, Loose Ends, The Oracle—these are are 
representative of a list too large for completion GORE 
a funded study. What is new in these books is that we are 
seeing marriage at all—seeing it, moreover, from a 
woman's point of view. "What about Norm?" the narra- 
tor asks in The Women s Room: “Who is he, this shadow 
man, this figurehead husband?"! In fact, who Norm is, 
who all the husbands are, is clear: those who need some- 
one to take care of their domestic, cooking, cleaning, 
sexual, breeding needs while they are out attending to 
civilization and their own appreciation of life. Even the 
least intelligent of husbands realize (and some of the 
most intelligent believe) that a change in marriage pro- 
found enough to satisfy the fleeing wives would pro- 
foundly alter that foundation of the conservative com- 
munity, the family. Freud had urged women not to 
interfere with man in his pursuit of civiliz 
the way it is, the way men want it to be. 
Earlier women writers put 
wanted: a chance to exercise the 


but directly. Charlotte Bronte’ 
Professor: 


ation, which is 


succinctly what they 
ir will, not vicariously 
s Frances speaks in The 


Think of my marrying you to be 
could not do it; and how dull my days would be! . . . I like 
an active life better: I must act in some Way, and act with you. 
I have taken notice, Monsieur, that people who are only in 
each other's company for amusement, never really like each 


other so well, or esteem each other so highly, as those who 
work together, and perhaps suffer together.? 


kept by you, Monsieur! I 
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might rise up. "Many who knew her," George Eliot 
writes of Dorothea Brooke, "thought it a pity that so 
substantive and rare a creature should have been ab- 
sorbed into the life of another, and be known in a certain 
circle as a wife and mother. But no one stated exactly 
what else there was in her power she ought rather to have 
done." What else there is in a woman's power to do 
today is not much clearer, but at least she has one alter- 
native not open to Dorothea: she can get out. And, in 
fiction and in life, she does. 

How long it took the English novel to get around to 
examining marriage! English fiction down to the late 
nineteenth century dealt with the game of courtship end- 
lessly, but with the business of marriage hardly at all. 
Where, as in Eliot, we see marriage, we observe, primar- 
ily, its failure. Thus in a world where courtship was the 
major action, we were shown few enough marriages to 
Suggest the similarity, frequently noted, between mar- 
riage and war: both requiring, as Auden says, "patience, 
foresight, manoeuvre." 

Married women in the English novel are, like Jewish 
women in Howe's World of Our Fathers, sustaining—think 
of Mrs. Bulstrode in Middlemarch, shut out from her hus- 
band's doings in the wide world, but ready to say to him, 
when the worst has happened, "Look up, Nicholas." If 
not prepared to be sustaining, women must be 
manipulative: like Rosamond in the same novel they use 
their feminine wiles to get what they want, which is not 
what their husbands want. If neither sustaining nor 
manipulative, they are simply happy in their wifely role, 
providing, like Mary Garth and her mother, the only 
sentimentalism in Eliot's powerful novel. As a good wife 
(the sort conservative thinkers regret in the confusion 
and complexity of the modern world), Mary Garth is 
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pleased to have male children only. Who would sh Tat 
female children to repeat such a destiny, however nap 
pily” undertaken? One of Doris Lessing’s characters hias 
observed: “Sometimes I dislike women, I dislike us all, 
because of our capacity for not-thinking when it suits us; 
we choose not to think when we are reaching out for 
happiness.’ Who saw this better than George Eliot? Yet 
no solution presented itself to her fictive mind. Sustain- 
ing, manipulative, sentimental—or, like Dorothea, ab- 
sorbed—there was no other imaginable possibility. Mar- 
riage remained, on the whole, unseen. 

Jane Austen, Ronald Blythe tells us, "politely but 
firmly closes the bedroom doors . . . in our face. Court- 
ship, like justice, has to be seen to be done, but the 
marriage ordeal is the most private thing in the world."* 


Austen's one happy couple, the Crofts in Persuasion, 
share his work in a constant companionship aboard ship, 
à pattern that, Wentworth tells 


the Crofts, he, the future 
Navy, will not allow. As for the other couples in Austen’s 
novels, it is a nice but scarcely feverish debating point to 
decide which marriage is less satisfactory, the Bertrams 
in Mansfield Park or the Bennets in Pride and Prejudice. 
From the marriage of the Collinses in Pride and Prejudice, 
we prefer simply to avert our eyes, 

Henry James and George Meredith began to look at 
marriage more steadily in the 1870s. The private ordeal 
of marriage began at that time to demand public scru- 
uny. The development Was of course connected with the 
interest both novelists found in the female conscious- 
ness. To portray female destiny without examining mar- 


ng male consciousness and not 
X: impossible, unlikely, and dull. 


iz m arriage, as Irving Howe observes 
m introducing Jude the Obscure, was becoming prob- 


se 
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lematic.? Ibsen profoundly affected writers like Hardy. 
Sue Bridehead, in part responsible for her creator's 
abandonment of the novel form, managed to embody 
woman's confused response to matrimony and, in her 
final masochistic acceptance of it, to demonstrate why 
previous English novelists had preferred rather to de- 
fend the institution than to examine it. 

"The abandonment of personality" is the prelude to 
love, Forster remarked in another novel about marriage 
in 1910. Making the same point, rather more delicately 
than Bronté but with no less acuity, he saw what woman 
m the contemporary novel was to discover as the price 
of wifehood: she must abandon herself. Indeed, if one 
Imagined oneself as newly arrived from Mars and were 
to read the descriptions of a woman's marriage in con- 
temporary novels by women, one might well ask how on 
earth anyone could be expected to live out such a farce. 
Fhe answer of course is, as the man in Abraham Lin- 
coln's story remarked while being carried out of town 
tarred and feathered on a rail, "for the honor of the 
thing.” And the honor is as great as the shame of not 
Marrying is horrific. Small wonder, then, that an oppo- 
nent of the Equal Rights Amendment who fears vaguely 
for her marriage, should announce to a reporter: "I 
don't care to be a person." 6 She understood, while mis- 
understanding the ERA, that to be a person and a wife 
are oddly incompatible. 

Why do contemporary men fail to see this? American 
male novelists have always been notoriously uninter- 
ested in female destiny; James, who got out of America 
and stayed out, is not so much an exception as an exile. 
By the 1960s, it seems, women were not even to be 
allowed the subject of domesticity any more, because 
they were using it not to exalt life indoors, but to dero- 
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1 r Jaw *» x it 
gate it. James Dickey had this to say, for example, abot 
the poetry of Anne Sexton: 


It would be hard to find a writer who dwells more ma 
on the pathetic and disgusting aspects of bodily m 
as though this made the writing more real, and it woulc : m 
be difficult to find a more hopelessly mechanical approac : 
reporting these matters than the one she employs . ae an 
habitual gravitation to the domestic and the "anti-poctic 

seems to me as contrived and mannered 


as any poet's harking 
after galleons and sunsets 


and forbidden pleasures.? 


That Anne Sexton paid more attention to this -a 
than to all the good ones? is indicative of another fema i 
characteristic that tends to bind the creature into mar- 
riage. But let us glance at a 


"domestic" poem from the 
volume criticized: 


Housewife 


Some women marry houses. 
It's another kind of skin; 


it has a heart, 
a mouth, a liver 


and bowel movements. 

The walls are permanent and pink. 

See how she sits on her knees all day, 
faithfully washing herself down. 

Men enter by force, drawn back like Jonah 
into their fleshy mothers. 

A woman is her mother. 

That’s the main thing. 


In novel or poem, women have made it quite clear why 
they are abandoning marriage. It is possible that Emily 
Dickinson had said the same thing, though without the 
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"pathetic and disgusting aspects." Since she was never 
married, she might be supposed, when she wrote the 
following, not to be writing about marriage at all: 


'To die—without the Dying 
And live—without the Life 
This is the hardest Miracle 
Propounded to Belief. 


All men admire measured ways and wish women to 
embody them. Yeats’s prayer for his daughter (like his 
annoyance at the Gore-Booth women for leaving Lis- 
sadell and riding off to combat), is wholly Yeats-ori- 
ented; he wants the still center of his spinning world to 
be a place of custom and ceremony, where innocence 
and beauty may be born. Let women take care of that. 
"Let her think opinions are accursed," Yeats wishes for 
his daughter, and live “rooted in one dear perpetual 
place." To Yeats, Con Markievicz became a bitter, ab- 
Stract thing because she had not been content to remain 
clean and sweet, the beauty of her countryside. 

So the historian Christopher Lasch scolds, echoing 
Yeats’s tones. “The weakening of social ties . . . reflects 
a narcissistic defense against dependence.” It is clear to 
Lasch, as to other conservatives, that “the retreat to 
purely personal satisfactions” is disrupting the old abil- 
ity to find roots in families, children, the future, and the 
Past. He finds “one of the gravest indictments of our 
Society is that it has made . . . lasting marriages so diffi- 
Cult to achieve." In growling about the search for per- 
Sonal fulfillment, Lasch does not particularly indict 
Women, but neither does he seem to recognize that the 
old, good life, which he, Yeats, Trilling, and all today's 
new conservatives feel such nostalgia for, rested on the 
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willingness of women to remain exactly where today’s 
women, in fiction at least, will not remain: at home. Wait- 
ing for husband-warrior to retreat to them from the wide 
world is no longer enough. 

Lasch is particularly harsh on what he sees as the cheap 
new ways to self-expression. Let Gail Sheehy try to iden- 
tify the crises of life, and she will be dismissed by Lasch 
as a superficial assurer of “the anxious reader that con- 
duct he finds puzzling or disturbing . . . can be seen as 
merely a normal phase of development." 10 Sheehy did 
not say that: what she did say is that the woman who finds 
herself miserable at home when she is supposed to have 
everything she has always wanted, everything all women 
have always wanted—this woman, who would, decades 
ago, have been sent home by her analyst in search of a 
vaginal orgasm—is now seen as passing through a stage 
of development recognized in men but not hitherto as- 
sociated with women: adolescence. A woman is not an 
adolescent at puberty in our society, because her search 
for identity does not take place then:!! rather it is a 
search for a husband in which she then engages. The 
search for self, Nora’s search in Ibsen's 4 Doll's House, 


€ and often with children left 
r. Sheehy's intention is not to 
recognition that dissatisfaction 
Price of life. 

en Sheehy and Lasch, between 
hose who struggle to preserve 
n between order and change, 
Ur society.!? It is most evident 
the man desires order and the 
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has not yet been fully imagined, except for the two direc- 
tions already traveled by women fleeing from the incar- 
ceration of wifehood: out, like Nora, or, like so many 
others, inward to the room of one's own. 

Jane Wells, the wife of H.G. Wells, accepted the great 
scope of his life, his affairs, his adventures, but many 
years later took rooms in Bloomsbury, which Wells never 
saw. He wrote in his autobiography: 


She explained what she wanted and I fell in with her idea; 
and in this secret flat, quite away from all that life that cen- 
tered upon me, she thought and dreamt and wrote and 
sought continually and fruitlessly for something she felt she 
had lost of herself or missed or never attained." 


In the Lower East Side ghetto in New York, Irving Howe 
tells us, young Jewish women recognized the same im- 
pulse. One wrote: "I wanted a room in which one simply 
sat. I had no clear idea of what I would do in it. But I had 
no room of my own. . . . Neighbors and relatives laughed 
in amusement at my wish." 14 The desire for what Woolf 
called a room of one's own became imperative: the only 
possibility for the achievement of a self, if not a self 
visible to the world, then at least a self discoverable deep, 
deep inside the house, or some house, where no one else 
could ever come. 

Women forget that Woolf's advice to them was not 
only inward to a room of one's own, but outward also 
where their five-hundred pounds a year might be ex- 
changed in a world of commerce. Woolf never advised 
withdrawal. In Three Guineas she admonished men that 
ruin could only follow “if you, in the immensity of your 
public abstractions forget the private figure, or if we in 
the intensity of our private emotions forget the public 
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world.”’!5 The woman artist, like other artists, knew this 
instinctively: art is not often produced from a room 
sealed off from experience and interchange. Dickinson 
and Hopkins are dangerous models. So Woolf wrote 
Gerald Brenan: “I'm not sure that you shouldn't desert 
your mountain, take your chance, and adventure with 
your human faculties—friendships, conversations, rela- 
tions, the mere daily intercourse."!6 

The current American women novelists take the mes- 
sage. Whatever their confusion or lack of specific pur- 
pose—their ambition, like Nora's, is great in its inexacti- 
tude—they at least know that if they first withdraw from 
their husband's presence, they do so to contemplate the 
possibility of wider adventures. To pick a novel almost 
at random, here is the heroine of Barbara Raskin's Loose 


Ends, secluded on a porch where she has spent nine 
hours a day writing a novel: 


Coco was outside on the second-floor back porch where 
she had spent every day since the first of June on the adjusta- 
ble nylon lounge chair, which was now set at Semi-Recline 
and turned westward to catch the strong noonday sun. Every- 
thing that she needed was stationed around the long narrow 
porch. On the coffee table beside her was an ice bucket, two 
plastic tumblers, half a carton of Marlboro cigarettes, her 
electric portable typewriter, one oversize ashtray with a sand- 
bag bottom, a Con-Tact-paper-covered English bisquit tin 
filled with beauty aids, three boxes of kitchen matches, a 
Snoopy alarm clock, Gavin's transistor radio, a can-opener, 
and one economy-size can of Raid repellent.!7 


On her porch, she is not 
from her family, she is pl 


that first step in the reo 
makes a list. 


only withdrawing dramatically 
anning her new life, and takes 
rdering of one's energies: she 
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. Reorganize life 

. Write novel ; 

. Do women's-lib stuff for Housing Accomod. Commit. 

. Have Affair? 

. Find GOOD publisher 

. Take vacation alone 

. Take vacation with children to Yellowstone National 
Park? 

8. Send children to Mother's! 

9. Decide what to do in September 

10. Get pregnant? 

11. Fix house 

12. Buy a farm x 

13. Get political work for new Democratic nominee.!8 


SOUR WN = 


Withdrawal toward an inner space of one’s own be- 


gins, obviously enough, in an effort at simple self-preser- 
vation: 


I love to keep myself unto myself, — 
To lock the door with exquisite finality 


Elinor Wylie wrote.!? One understands this exquisite 
finality the more readily in the light of a description of 
how a woman writer in the nineteenth century worked: 
“Her powers of concentration and her capacity for work 
were astounding . . . [Her son remembers that] ‘everyone 
went into her library, we children, the servants, importu- 
Nate visitors.’ Always she was ready to drop her work 
when the children or her husband needed her."? 
Small girls, at least those who grew up to become 
famous writers, have early in life begged for a room of 
their own and, we hear, got it. In 1846, Louisa May 
Alcott, who was then fourteen years old, wrote in her 
diary: “I have at last got the little room I have wanted so 
long, and am very happy with it. It does me good to be 
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alone."?! Willa Cather, at the same age, was given her 
own room in the attic, later described as Thea ae 
berg’s room in The Song of the Lark: “The acquisition o 
this room was the beginning of a new era in Thea’s life. 
It was one of the most important things that ever hap- 
pened to her. Hitherto, except in summer, when she 
could be out-of-doors, she had lived in constant turmoil. 
... The clamour about her drowned out the voice within 
herself.’’22 

We do not read of boys begging rooms of their own. 
As a recent study of children’s series books observed: 
“Boys act out their fantasies in the outside world, but 
girls retreat from their regular roles in the kitchen and 
parlor and contemplate their secret longings."?? The 
boy's sense of self is formed outside, where the world 1S, 
not inside, where the safety is. Toni Morrison, speaking 
of her new novel, Song of Solomon, in an interview, said: 


I could not create the same kind of enclosed world that I had 
in previous books. Before it was as if I went into a room and 
shut the door in my books. I tried to pull the reader into that 
room. But I couldn't do that with Milkman [the hero of Song 
of Solomon ]. It's a feminine concept—things happening in a 
room, a house. That's where we live, in houses. Men don't 
live in those houses, they really don't. My ex-husband is an 


architect and he didn't live there; every house is a hotel to 
him. So that the forces were different in this book, I had to 
look outward.24 


Or, as a male biographer of a male subject put it, "He 


loved his home as a headquarters in which to rest be- 
tween romantic sallies,’’25 


In the nineteenth cen 


tury novel, in England and 
America, there was no 


universe for women to move 
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into, and even to seek out privacy within a novel like 
Middlemarch was to proclaim one's state of pain. Doro- 
thea Brooke seeks solitude for reflection, but Mary 
Garth, the “happiest” woman in the novel, is never 
seen alone, but always in the midst of her family, chil- 
dren, men and women who have sought her out. In 
Elio's earlier novel The Mill on the Floss, Maggie Tul- 
liver seeks the ever-present female refuge, the attic, 
and at the end of the novel achieves the quintessential 
female privacy, death. 

Death for women in literature is the ultimate room of 
one's own, and this has changed little, from Chopin's The 
Awakening just before the turn of this century, to a novel 
published recently. Perhaps the perfect expression ofthe 
Woman's movement through selfhood to death is Doris 
Lessing's “To Room 19." This brilliant story tells of a 
young woman who has, as she says, "everything lonely 
women longed for." But what she has lost is herself, and 
She seeks a room "where no one would know where she 
Was." In the end, she is found—her husband thinks she 
has a lover—in her shabby room in a run-down hotel, 
and on her last afternoon there she kills herself, because 
“without the room I don't exist."?6 For this woman, as 
for Edna in The Awakening and for many other women as 
well, death becomes the only part of their lives they can 
control. They can at least choose to die. 

A recent English novel, The Goat, the Wolf, and the Crab, 
by Gillian Martin, recounts the last two years in the life 
of a housewife who is discovered to have operable cervi- 
cal cancer. She refuses the operation, and the doctor 
considers her mad. She assures him that she is not in 
shock, and has made the decision. The doctor calls her 
insanely selfish. “Oh, yes," she answers. "Supremely 
Selfish. It's the first autonomous decision of my life and 
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the only one that is entirely selfish. I am thinking only of 
myself." She goes on: 


I am forty-two years old. My children are grown up. My 
husband is well employed. I have a marriage and a style of 
life that millions would envy. I have had my teeth looked at 
twice a year. I have had my eyes tested at suitable intervals, 
and, as you know, I have had cervical smears taken as recom- 
mended. I have done my washing on Mondays, cleaned out 
my cupboards regularly, and lain dutifully on my back and 
thought of England. I have kept my figure reasonably well 
and paid passing attention to changes in fashion. I have done 
everything as and when it was expected of me, and in the 
doing I have abdicated my self entirely. . . . In fact, I have not 
done anything at all without someone else's interests being 


the prime factor. This is the last opportunity. I insist on doing 
this in my own way.2? 


For many contemporary women novelists, however. 
the flight into life is now more interesting, if less easily 
charted, than the retreat into isolation, sanctuary, OF 
death. Having moved from her refuge on the porch into 
the house, Raskin’s heroine Coco is able to compose the 
following on her typewriter set up on the kitchen table: 


ae ee He to write a novel about an American woman 
, after a lifetime of psychological dependency upon men 
—fathers, brothers, husbands, lovers, sons—self-con- 
sciously, but self-confidently, moves out front alone, on her 
adir Boe the proper parable for this story, 
ow yet what form such an experience 

takes. I do not know yet what scene will ensue, because it 
hasn't happened yet. But I would like to transcribe the meta- 
morphosis of a female into a woman—of a woman into a 
human being—honestly, without cuteness, snideness, or self- 
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disparagement, and show how a woman learns to live without 
a man, just like a pioneer learns how to live in the wilderness 
—in order to survive.?8 


Woolf called her young male protagonist's place of 
being Jacob 's Room; it is clear in the novel that Jacob's 
room has enlarged to become the universe: the wide 
world available to a young man of the upper classes in 
England before World War I. Jacob's life stood in con- 
trast to that of the women he knew, to whom time was 
issued in "long white ribbons," which “they wind round 
and round and round and round." 

Today women are also thinking of making their room 
the universe. What will happen to marriage if women do 
move out from the home, not into privacy alone but, as 
Woolf suggested, into the world? No one has yet imag- 
ined it in fiction, though more than a few today are living 
it. 

"I have urged on Woman independence of Man," 
Margaret Fuller wrote almost a hundred and fifty years 
ago, “not that I do not think the sexes mutually needed 
by one another, but because in Woman this fact has led 
to an excessive devotion." ?? 

The source of woman's "excessive devotion" is not far 
to seek: she fears that any assertiveness on her part will 
impair not only her femininity, which she might perhaps 
find the courage to risk, but the man's masculinity. 
Woman has convinced herself that man, in whom society 
and the family invest all power, is mysteriously fragile. 
He is fragile not before other men, who may fight with 
him in the street, tackle him on the playing field, contend 
with him in battle: he is frail before women, and offers 
as the price of woman's selfhood his own intact sexuality. 

Who can do justice to this riddle: man's superiority 
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must not be challenged. It is a fact. At the same time, that 


superiority is so frail, that woman must contrive with 
man to sustain it. 


Sylvia Plath, in 1957, wrote to her mother about the 
publication of her husband's first book of poems. “I am 
more happy than if it was my book published!" she 
wrote. “I have worked so closely on these poems of 
Ted’s and typed them so many countless times through 
revision after revision that I feel ecstatic about it all.” 

Sylvia Plath went on to become Sylvia Plath; we read 
her letters now, after her untimely death. But there are 
countless women who could have written that letter in 
the fifties, and none or few would have found its senti- 
ments improper. She must assure her mother, since she 
is a poet (and many women who typed their husbands’ 
poems and books, and sometimes researched and wrote 
them, had long since abandoned recognition of any ac- 
complishment for themselves alone) that “I am so happy 
his book is accepted fist. It will make it so much easier 
for me when mine is accepted. . . ." Plath's mother adds 
a footnote to this letter assuring us that from the time she 
was a very little girl, Sylvia “catered to the male of any 
age so as to bolster his sense of superiority." In seventh 
grade she was glad to come in second in a spelling con- 
test. It is nicer, she felt, to have a boy first. 30 


Little more than twenty years later, we read this ac- 
count with some amaz 


mmon. “Openly acknowl- 
ontext of a two-person ca- 
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reer, is not very frequent. The ambivalence surrounding 
the wife's contribution suggests that many institutions, 
again particularly in the academic world, recognize the 
fragility of male self-esteem in American society, and 
have adopted a number of ways of safeguarding it."?! 
Among western nations, few display more rigid sexual 
stereotyping than America. All overt power is given to 
the male. In this society the possibility of men's failure 
is interpreted to mean not that power should be shared, 
but that the fear of losing it should be indulged. 

Sexually, women fear male impotence, fear any blow 
to the male sexual ego. At the same time that the male 
I5 raping and foraging on the streets, his counterpart, in 
bed with the woman or in dialogue with the woman, is 
Seen in constant danger of intimidation. The penis may 
collapse, crushing the male ego and the marriage in its 
flaccidity. It is hard to know how we arrived there, unless 
one realizes that to worship the totem of superiority is to 
protect it: it is the key to success for both partners in a 
marriage, not only literally, but figuratively. 

I have discussed this matter with a woman friend of 
Mine, a writer but no feminist, with no real interest in 
Women, but of high and rigorous intelligence. She de- 
fends the fragility of men, with whom she identifies far 
more readily than with women. First of all, their exposed 
Sexual organ is in constant danger of mutilation. It is 
€xposed, it can be struck. Freud is her first and most 
Vigorous ally here. She will not recognize that this meta- 
Phor for weakness is granted to those with absolute cul- 
tural Strength and power, so that they may have an ex- 
cuse to exercise their power. 

Fragility of men is her experience, she tells me simply. 
Her father, her uncles, all the men in her family, in her 
€xperience, have been fragile beside the strong women 
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who dominated them. They became fragile because they 
were not encouraged in manliness, because their wives 
and mothers, with no expression of energy open to them 
save vicarious accomplishment, drove them too hard, at 
home and at work. If a farmer drives his horse too hard, 
we may think it unkind or unwise, but it does not occur 
to us to grant the horse unusual fragility. 

Dora Ullian has studied the attitudes of girls toward 
society's demand that they be supportive of men. From 
six to ten in the stage Ullian calls Assertion, she found 
that girls resent boys. From ten to fourteen, they begin 
to swerve toward support of them, the stage Ullian calls 
Ambivalence. By fourteen, girls have accepted the need 
of underpinning males and have entered the stage she 
calls Accommodation. Ullian has many explanations, 
ranging from the tininess of boys and their penises to the 
training of girls in supportive behavior, all of which are 
valid. Boys are less like the men they aspire to be than 
girls are like women.32 Probably far more essential, how- 
ever, is the woman's need, in her hunger for dependency 
and her fear of autonomy, to find a self-sacrificing reason 
for her secondary role. 

As I write this, the wonderful face of Tillie Olsen ap- 
pears before m 
Radcliffe Instit 
not to blame 
most fortunat 
know what th 
even for a sh 


It is noi, T unsuccessfully, I know); 


me what it is that holds 
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shock women, if need be, into the realization that one sex 
cannot be burdened with the psychic survival of the 
other, that such an arrangement is not ordained. 

We are all of us, men and women, complex, superior 
one moment, frail and helpless the next. We need sup- 
port, comfort, ego-satisfaction, love. We are wicked 
when we achieve that satisfaction only in self-denial—I 
use the word wicked in the sense Jesus meant when 
Speaking of buried talents. We turn to one another in our 
pain in every relationship known. We strive for compan- 
lonship in which there is no one absolutely dependent, 
no one absolutely superior. We find the inability of a 
man to have sex terrifying—a man paralyzed in a car 
accident has written an entire book about the efforts of 
various women and himself to allow him sexuality$5—yet 
the readiness of societies and cultures, let alone individ- 
ual men, to allow women sexuality, let alone strive for it, 
1s only recently recorded.?* 

Marriage is now failing before our eyes, but its preser- 
vation depends upon the restructuring of the family, 
where "strength" and “weakness,” “fragility,” and "en- 
durance" are not assigned by gender. The irony here, as 
ìn all essentially reactionary positions, is that those most 
interested in preserving the family in its nineteenth cen- 
tury form are, in that very act, destroying its cornerstone, 
Marriage. For, as Nancy Chodorow has brilliantly 
demonstrated, our present family structure produces 
children incapable of the very heterosexual love it has 
tried to inculcate. In insisting upon “mothering” as the 
function only of one female figure, we have made impos- 
sible the companionship of men and women. 

Marriage can be preserved only if we allow family 
Structure to change. Institutions that cannot adapt will 
not survive. That is the lesson conservatives stubbornly 
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refuse to learn, perhaps because admitting its truth fa- 
tally weakens the logic of their posiuon. F 

Oddly enough, one of the most revolutionary voices in 
American fiction about family roles and the expectations 
of girls in confronting them is to be found in one of the 
standard works of children's fiction. Early in Little Women 
jo March tells us: "I hate affected, nimin-piminy chits. 
- . Thate to think I've got to grow up and be Miss March, 
and wear long gowns and look as prim as a China-aster. 
- . . I can't get over my disappointment in not being à 
boy." Jo is assured by Beth that she is a brother to them 
all; in her father's absence, she declares herself to be 
"the man of the family." 

Jo plays the male parts in plays, she wears a "gentle 
manly” collar and has a gentlemanly manner, she thinks 
of herself as a businessman and cherishes a pet rat. (The 
pet rat is male and has a son, "proud of his whiskers,” 
who accompanies him along the rafters.) Jo finds it easier 
to risk her life for a person than to be pleasant when she 
doesn't want to, and she admires the “manly” way of 
shaking hands. The point is clear enough: men's man- 
ners speak of freedom, openness, camaraderie, physical 
abandon, the chance to escape passivity. Who would not 
prefer such a destiny, except those taught to be afraid? 

À woman writer has here imagined, as she has lived, 
arahen isvolatanay girlhood. But as with so many 

; Alcott could not sustain it.35 She marries 
bar and allows her to devote herself to a school for 
ms —€— want to bother with girls?) and pre- 

: eg’s children, as perfect a description © 


stereotypical upbringing within a nuclear family as has 
ever been afforded us: 
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At three, Daisy demanded a "needler," and actually made 
a bag with four stitches in it; she likewise set up 
housekeeping in the sideboard, and managed a micro- 
scopic cooking-stove with a skill that brought tears of 
pride to Hannah's eyes, while Demi learned his letters 
with his grandfather. . . . The boy early developed a me- 
chanical genius. . . . Of course, Demi tyranized over Daisy, 
and gallantly defended her from every other aggressor, 
while Daisy made a galley-slave of herself, and adored her 
brother as the one perfect being in the world. 


! Etcetera, unfortunately. Perhaps only in America, with 
its worship of “manliness,” could boy-girl twins, else- 
where universally a literary phenomenon characterized 
by their resemblance to one another, be so sharply 
defined and differentiated by sex roles. It is no wonder 
that Alcott never married; an all-girl family had not pre- 
Pared her for service to the family's son: she was the 
family's “son.” 

In reexamining marriage and the family, we might 
begin with the observation of fact, looking at modern 
Marriage directly, recording what is happening to it in 
the world around us. Or we might start by examining 
theory, looking at the revisions that Chodorow and oth- 
ers have proposed in the interpretation of the Oedipus 
complex, that classic theoretical construct that relates 
Personality development to family structure. Either way, 
We are led inexorably to the conclusion that marriage 
and Parenting must change if marriage and the family are 
to be saved as viable institutions. 

Freud's characterization of the processes of infancy 1s 
based on the definition of gender as.the presence or 
absence of masculinity.39 Boys are defined as having a 
Penis, girls as being deprived of it. (Freud called them, 
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: T irls en- 
counter arises from this difference. In fact, as C T diner 
has brilliantly demonstrated, these ud vu 
ences are not essential to Freud's account ofthe E det 
complex; it is possible to reconstruct his account giu 
it encompasses the experience of all children, w 

ys or girls. . SAN 
E a must realize that parenting as it has for Bus 
been practiced (where only the mother, ora XGA i 
male substitute, can properly care for the infan sd 
produces the very sexual bias in the children that ied 
nally inspired Freud to Ais sexual bias. If yon ge 
children up with a mother in constant attendance, T i 
only object of early infant bonding, and if the jes aie 
largely absent and comes to represent to the ies 
infant the only alternative to the mother’s A SRR kin 
love, you will precisely reproduce the family — 
that. will impel girls toward mothering and boys £o in n 
their destiny in the world apart from parenting. T pte 
turn will establish that marriage, that family, which stati: 
tical observation confirms as unviable. 

What is the solution? How 
tions we have today? On the 
only by a woman, seck 
of their maleness. On t 
do not fully Separate fr 
selves as less differen 
while remaining more 
shared with their sam 
intimacy with the mot 
they find it easier to | 
become "genitally he 
love will always be 
must be bound to 


can we change the acu 
one hand, boys, nurture ‘ 
separation from her as the Hour 
he other hand, girls, because they 
om the mother, experience ar 
tiated than boys as individuals,’ 

in touch with the inner world they 
€-sex mother. For girls, the first 
her remains, and for that reason 
ove and to be intimate. They may 
terosexual," but the object of their 
» tO some extent, women, and they 
their husbands, and isolated from 
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other women, by family strictures whose main purpose 
is to increase their dependency upon their husband. At 
the same time, boys, in a nuclear family, develop more 
"rigid ego boundaries" than girls and a more distinct 
sense of themselves as selves; but their masculine per- 
sonality comes to be defined as the denial of relation.39 

What becomes clear is that this family structure, de- 
signed to produce the gender stereotyping we have so 
long experienced, denies to men and women any real 
sense of each other as the object of profound intimacy. 
Men define themselves by their separation from women; 
women define themselves by their lack of separation, of 
selfhood. In the absence of those special factors that 
produce achieving women, they will cling to the male as 
husband and, in that role, as the definer of their identity. 

There is only one solution to this problem: a family 
structure in which both parents care for the children in 
equal turns, and where parental substitutes (who should 
themselves be few and constant) are of both sexes. Nei- 
ther boys nor girls will then identify separation as separa- 
tion from the mother, nor conceive of the only alterna- 
tive to her and her all-encompassing love as inevitably 
male. 

There is a pattern for such marriage: what the Rapo- 
ports have called the Dual-Career Family.*? It is perhaps 
well to remember at this point that what has so far been 
conventionally practiced is the Two-Person Career, 
where the man has the career, and the woman sustains 
him in it. As the divorce rate and other factors indicate, 
this has not been a successful pattern, to say the least. 
The latest example of its growing weakness is the in- 
creasingly frequent refusal of men to move from one 
location to another at the behest of national companies: 
they decline more and more to dislocate their wives in 
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this formerly acceptable way. 

The Dual-Career Family was first described by the 
Rapoports in the 1960s, when the term was new and the 
concept considered eccentric. The revised edition of 
their book indicates that the concept is now widely dis- 
cussed and the term found in general use. The Rapo- 
ports describe the Dual-Career Family as that "type of 
family structure in which both heads of household—the 
husband and the wife— pursue active careers and family 
lives." The Rapoports define “career” as “those types of 
Job sequences that require a high degree of commitment 
and that have a continuous developmental character.” +! 
Such a family structure not only allows the woman free- 
dom to develop an identity not defined by her relation- 
ship to a man, but also rescues the man from the assump- 
tion that, for all practical purposes, he does not have a 
family at all, only a profession or job. 

The Rapoports describe how the "myth of mother- 
hood"? served, when their original study was published, 
as a major argument against the Dual-Career Family. 
However, their examples of Dual-Career families indi- 
cate, as does the experience of many of those who have 
taken part in or closely observed these dual-career ar- 
rangements, that in fact the children are enriched rather 
than deprived by the double parenting. The “myth of 
motherhood" has lost some of its power recently, but 
what has arisen in its place is the fear that, if the individ- 


ual mother does not remain sole caretaker, the child will 
be abandoned to no care at all. 


The birth of a child must c 
as a profound event: not th 
tal, of sexuality. We shall 
before too long the essent 
peoples who denied or ign 


ome to be seen universally 
€ distant result, often acciden- 
probably come to recognize 
ial rightness of those earlier 
ored the relation between sex 
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and childbirth. That children should arrive in the world, 
unwelcome and unprepared for, as the consequence of 
lust or sexual pleasure, is no longer supportable as an 
ideal except by the most retrograde theories of human 
behavior. 

Childbirth must be seen as the commitment of two 
people, especially because of past history, as the commit- 
ment of the father, who must devote himself equally with 
the mother to the infant he calls into being. From such 
a commitment will arise not only the benefits of the 
symmetrical family, but the initiation of men into inti- 
macy and nurturance of which they have been long de- 
prived, and which follows from the care of wanted chil- 
dren. From birth onward, the child must be held in its 
father’s arms no less than in its mother’s, and experience 
male love. 

Some years ago friends of ours adopted an infant. It 
seemed to me then that the whole process of their com- 
mitment—to the child, to their continuing individual ca- 
reers—celebrated his arrival in ways often lost to the 
child naturally born to an unprepared couple. It hap- 
pened that this child was adopted from abroad and the 
involvement of two governments in his arrival seemed 
properly to mark the importance of such an event. What 
has only occurred to me now is that this child’s arrival, 
and his parents’ loving commitment to him for the next 
fifteen years, had nothing to do with sexuality, a part of 
their marriage not intrinsically connected with the arrival 
of a child: the wisdom of so-called primitives is often 
profound. 

Furthermore, sexuality itself, we now know, has suf- 
fered in the last two centuries from its vision of itself as 
a mechanism for reproduction. Nonsense, such as the 
wholly vaginal orgasm and the primacy of male orgasm, 


196 REINVENTING WOMANHOOD 


arises from just such a mechanistic view. The sexuality 
of which men and women are capable is only now be- 
ginning to be recognized as comprising more than that 
rapid, largely impersonal act necessary to reproduction. 

Women must retain control of their own bodies, in- 
cluding the decision of whether or not to carry a child 
within them. At the same time, men must acquire control 
of their fatherhood—and choose acts of procreation only 
when they intend to endow the resulting child with ume 
and attention. We may then begin to mystify fatherhood 
not, as in the past, as some distant, godlike, authority 
figure, but as a parent, like the mother, partaking of daily 
adventures in intimacy and affection. 

Indeed, the "symmetrical family," as it can also be 
called, has, in the 1970s, been recognized as the emer- 
gent family form, still in the minority but "destined to be 
the dominant family form in the future. "43 It should by 
now be clear that the old style family structure is not only 
crumbling, but where it persists, it is, in fact, making more 
likely the very conditions that the defenders of conven- 
tional family life most deplore: homosexuality, divorce, 
and casual sex. I am not certain that heterosexual love 
and marriage are as vital as Anita Brvant and her sup- 
porters think they are; what [ do know is that the “nor- 
malcy" she so vigorously champions is best produced by 
marriages that share more with friendship than with ro- 
mance, and by families where the care of the children 
from birth on is divided between individuals of both 
sexes. 
duces male omine AE re lus pr 
men incapable of lósin: $ p Ca Tapes ppa 

8, and women incapable of self- 


hood. From this division we must turn. As Martin Buber 
has written: 
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The sins which man commits—these are not his high 
crime. Temptation is powerful and his strength is slight! The 
great crime of man is that he can turn at every moment, and 
does not do so!t* 


And the Bible supports him in this. For it is written: 


On the one hand, a former commandment is set aside be- 
cause of its weakness and uselessness (for the law made noth- 
ing perfect); on the other hand, a better hope is introduced.*? 


ri 


I think that the goals of women's societies should be to self- 
destruct. The most talented women should not be in women’s 


groups but in men's groups. That's where the power is. 
RosaLxN YaLow, Nobel prizewinner for medicine! 


I have to cast my lot with those 
who age after age, perversely, 
with no extraordinary power, 


reconstitute the world. 
ADRIENNE Rich, “Natural Resources” 


The Claims of ‘Woman 


2 


There appeared in 1977 a volume of essays in honor of 
Lionel Trilling. Conceived as a Festschrift, it became per 
force a memorial volume. Two essays struck me as stat- 
ing between them the situation of marriage, parenthood, 
women, and the search for the self as they were, so to 
speak, at Trilling’s death, as they will, without the deter- 
mined efforts of a sufficient number of women, remain 
through another period of retreat from feminism. 
Robert Adams, in an essay entitled “Religion of Man, 
Religion of Woman,”? discusses the development of 
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man's quasi-religious veneration of woman in the al 
teenth century. In 1860 Michelet celebrated woman = 
simultaneously (or perhaps sequentially?) the creator o 

babies and the recreator of her husband, who regener- 
ates him “by perpetual acts of trust and Submission: 

Michelet assumes, Adams points out, that “the or 
geois family is the ultimate and definitive form of iie 
organization, with the wife as both tyrant and prisoner o 

that snug unit." By the late nineteenth century "Lau 
pers at the shrine of womanhood placed her "outside the 
world of culture. . . . As the stream through which nature 
flows—universal, instinctive, always seeking its own level 
—woman is both sacred and Obscene, sacred as mue 
ing man from culture, obscene as content with a merely 
appetitive existence... ." The literary elaboration of the 
religion of woman culminated in Joyce's Finnegan's n ake, 
when woman became "nothing but a flowing and a circu- 
lation," redeeming the world by "throwing away the 
quarrelsome logic and endless guilt of the masculine 
mind. . . ." Adams ends with a suggestion that time may 
render this formulation obsolete. 


No other essay in the Trilling Festschrift takes up the 
question of women, either in life 
remains outside th 
however, is si 


the question. 


"Beyond Modernism, Beyond Self” suggests, in keep- 
ing with Trilling's ideas, that we must move past the 
narcissistic and €gocentric concern with self to the 
thought of the community, if we are not to disrupt the 


coherence of life “in the name of an unbounded self." In 
the nineteenth century, Bell reminds us: 


or in literature: she 
€ culture, indeed! Daniel Bell's paper, 
gnificant for the context in which it ignores 
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The sense of the self comes to the fore. The individual 
comes to be considered as individual, with singular aspira- 
tions, and life assumes a greater sanctity and preciousness. 
The enchantment of the single life, its pain and fear as- 
suaged, becomes a value for its own sake. Economic meli- 
orism, antislavery sentiment, women's rights, the end of 
child labor and cruel punishment, education for all, were 
the social issues of the day. But in the deeper metaphysi- 
cal sense the idea of progress and the vision of material 
plenty became the basis for the idea that men could go 
beyond necessity, that they would no longer be con- 
strained by nature but could arrive—in Hegel's phrase—at 
the end of history? 


Professor Bell's disapproval of all this fairly crackles 
from the page. For our purposes, he but echoes Trilling. 
Women's rights he recognizes only as a social issue in the 
nineteenth century. In making his case against the dis- 
ruptive consequences of man's achievement of an un- 
bounded self, he does not notice that “man” is male, and 
that woman may have yet a few bounds to overreach 
before achieving the selfhood that man has gloried in for 
one hundred fifty years. For man, pushing beyond nature 
meant overcoming the constraint of poverty, a feat now 
largely accomplished in the West. For woman it meant, 
in addition, first overcoming the bondage of endless 
childbearing and, next, destroying the imprisoning myth 
of motherhood, tasks only half-accomplished in the 
West, even now. It is woman's misfortune still to be 
seeking individual fulfillment at a moment in history 
when what Professor Bell conceives to be man's excesses 
are already giving selfhood a bad name. 

Men today in Bell's world, visible to him, do not need 
to construct a self: every aspect in their lives has con- 
Spired to construct it for them, to encourage them in the 
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enjoyment of it. Women, meanwhile, have played for 
men the roles of nurturer and partaker of meekness: they 
have been willing, not to inherit the earth, but to wait 
patiently to inherit it from those who will honor their 
achieved meekness. 

It takes, obviously, a Daniel Bell or a Lionel Trilling to 
say to the world: selfhood is to be denigrated, is to be 
seen as selfish, sinful, and denying society of its just 
coherence. One is reminded of the Victorian patriarch 
telling an impoverished child to bear with fortitude the 
destiny to which God has called her. 

Many, while understanding this, will ask if, all the 
same, selfhood is what women should aspire to. Would 
it not be better to shatter the “sorry scheme of things 
entire” and build a different society in which the ends of 
the individual and the claims of community might merge 
so harmoniously that the individual would not feel com- 
pelled by social power, nor the community threatened by 
the imperial self? Men and women together may aspire 
to that end and may even achieve it within small com- 
munities of the likeminded. For the larger society, how- 
Ever, It seems to me too remote a possibility to divert our 


attention from the here and now in which women must 
live or lose their lives. lam 


must continue th 
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Power believes it has the truth and the ability to imple- 
ment it. Above all, it refuses to look at any truth that has 
so far evaded it. So Trilling would not look at women and 
their particular problems—his truth did not encompass 
that. When a woman finds a “truth,” as did, for example, 
Mary Baker Eddy, the hardening of the truth into institu- 
tion and empire is taken over by men. Those women who 
oppose the takeover are exiled and forgotten. Welles- 
ley's President has recently defended volunteerism—the 
career of most of the college's contributors and rich 
alumnae—because of all the social innovations volun- 
teers were responsible for: child labor laws, religious and 
infant schools, even perhaps abolition. What Welles- 
ley's President did not mention is that, once underway, 
each of these reforms was taken over by men: power 
moved in. Women have been unable either to establish 
power or to invade it. At Columbia, I have heard men 
Say, with perfect sincerity, that a few women seeking 
€qual pay are trying to overturn the university, to ruin it. 
High administrators may be forced to respond to some 
government pressure, but the idea that their university 
might be in any way improved by the fuller admission of 
women into its ranks strikes them as simply ludicrous. 

In my observation of power in recent years, I have 
learned that however hard women try to win the admira- 
tion and support of male power, they never succeed. 
They are like lower class men admitted into elite clubs: 
they are never certain that one must not be to the man- 
Der born, and they are right. After itself, power most 
respects countervailing power. Having long been among 
women who were careful never to offend the males in 
power, several of us have discovered that in fighting 
Power we achieved more ina month than submission had 
accomplished in years. That is why those who speak of 
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slow change for women speak with no knowledge of 
power. Power is like an amoeba. Sufficiently jolted by an 
external particle, it will eventually absorb it and make it 
part of itself, changing, of course, in the process. Power 
is self-satisfied. Token women, and those men power 
uses but does not respect, are the tools of power. The 
women or men who fight power are the only ones with 
effect. Perhaps that is what Rich meant about the power 
of the powerless. The token woman, though she may 
have the delusion of power, is without effect upon the 
world, less consequential than the merest housewife. She 
works through men, and offers nothing of service to 
other women. On the scale of power, she is a second-rate 
man, even if her mind is twice that of her colleagues’. 


Looking back, for a moment, to the quotations which 
head this chapter, one sees the two choices women have 
been encouraged to make in regard to men and power: 
Join them, or undermine them, become an honorary 
man, or a counter-cultural force, My own experience, 
growing up 1 à postwar, strongly patriarchal society and 
working within a major university, is that neither way Wil 


ena Women must want to be where the power is, but 
E €y must want to be there as women, and in large num- 
ers. ; 


my own experi 


—Tecoiled before the first experience 


n their femininity. It is a moment that 
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I surmise is close to the experience of rape: men's aim 
is to tell women that her sole destiny is for male uses. 
Men who would not dream of sneering at Blacks, or Jews 
(and certainly those who would), can be confident of 
hearty male support (and some female support, too) if 
they make jokes about women. And because women have 
so long been told that to be shrill, or emotional, or 
argumentative is reprehensible in the circles of power, 
the merest hint that they are transgressing is enough to 
silence most of them. But, we must ask ourselves, who 
made the rules? This is indeed a nice question, since 
almost every achieving woman has told us she has 
managed not to offend men, and has yet succeeded. 
What then, she asks, is all the fuss about? 
Recently, I was asked to read a manuscript for a major 
university press. The woman editor who called me said, 
with an edge of anger in her voice: “The manuscript is 
not one of those strident feminist theses." Indeed, this 
editor, who signed herself “Mrs. John Jones” in corre- 
spondence, sounded far more strident and self-righteous 
than any feminist I had heard in years. Thus does the 
male club dehumanize those it accepts. Such women, 
however, grow older and fewer in number. 
If the cost of fighting power is great, so are the re- 
wards. We have heard little of this. Here again, I can 
speak best of my own experience, and that of one of my 
University colleagues. When it became clear that we in- 
deed intended to speak out, not only for women, but for 
the standards of performance and attention to students 
we considered important, the force of the personal at- 
tacks we sustained at first almost crushed us. The disap- 
proval and disdain were palpable, a dense Dickensian 
fog. Everything we said was dismissed as “hysterical. 
The males in power became unable to hear us; they 
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heard only what they expected to hear. They mian 
hesitate to pass comment behind our ——— Tias 
thing from our sanity to our sexual “normality. kei 
adamantly resisted granting us equal pay for equ: 
complishment. IS 

I mention this because I do not want to minimize the 
hardship women bear in fighting for their vaa em 
male institutions; hardship, it should be added, epe 
felt despite our positions of great strength: we ha ia 
ure, full personal lives, strong academic reputations, ees 
each other. We noticed, furthermore, that men who w be 
at each other's throats on every other issue gn i 
brought to unite against the demands of women D 
well-aimed joke and a knowing chuckle. If we, who ned 
so much going for us, felt threatened and disillusio 


i t 
and afraid, what might other women feel who did no 
have our advantages? 


The answer, I think, is v 
Wizard of Oz, or the story o 
like many of those stories 
apply to the female condit 
men in power clearly. The 
dom that had clung to the 
trappings of high office, 
frightened individuals (pe 
sillier than other people). 
power? Yes. But so do y 
power ceases to dazzle, a 


ery like the conclusion sa o 
f the Emperor's New Clot »" 
women have not thought ue 
ion. Suddenly, one sees t s 
whole paraphenalia of s 
m falls away. They lose the 
and become no more than 
rhaps just a little nastier pos 
But don't they still have t 
ou. Once the pyrotechnic - 
nd power becomes mere v 
and powder and hoopla, a kind of energy returns 
frightened women. Their own fear is what women havs 
most to overcome—their fear, and their anxiety abou 


) € d 
being aggressive, nonconciliatory. Once that fear x 
anxiety lessen, the ways to power become more evident, 
more usable. 
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In my own experience, moreover, I have found that if 
one acts with courage, one finds unexpected, unaccus- 
tomed allies. Men here and there, younger men, and 
some older men of extraordinary quality, offer support. 
So do many younger women. I am often asked by 
younger feminist women who do not have permanent 
faculty appoinunents if they ought to fight the power 
structure before gaining tenure. It is nota question I can 
answer. How can one urge upon others courage that is 
not required of oneself? But younger women can at the 
least offer quiet support to the older women who stand 
and fight. 

I have been amazed at the fear of male disapproval 
often expressed by women with tenure. Some years ago 
Columbia women joined in a class action suit to test in 
the courts their right to equal pension payments with 
men. In fact, the Supreme Court has since, in a similar 
case, found for the women, and there was never much 
question in the mind of anyone who had looked into it 
that such would be the outcome. Yet only fourteen of all 
the tenured women faculty in Columbia University 
signed the class action complaint (only five of the four- 
teen tenured women from 1971) while almost one hun- 
dred untenured women, mainly untenured administra- 
tors, signed it. We must build on the hope that these 
facts encourage, that female fear is lessening. 

For as I look now at that list of names, I know that I 
hold in my hand the evidence of woman's servitude and 
dependency. Woman has not, like Demeter, used what 
she had to force her rights upon men. Rather, she has 
willingly relinquished her rights and those of younger 
women, accepting in their place the role of “other” of, 
as Simone de Beauvoir told us so long ago; the "Second 
Sex.” At the time of our class action suit, one of the 


208 REINVENTING WOMANHOOD 


tenured women wrote a letter explaining why she baa 
not sign. If women make trouble, she asked, surely 
University will not continue to hire them. When it 
pointed out to her that the University had not hite 
many women, despite their years of quiet acquiescence, 
she answered, inevitably, Z made it. 

Those in power, like those in Dante's Hell, go on 
doing what they are doing. Without pressures from out 
side, they never change. Resistance to genuine dialogue 
is one of the chief signs of power. Women must continue 
to invade the domains of power in order to change insti- 
tutions as we know them, in order to offer places to other 
women, in order to offer all children the possibility of 


testing their abilities, and, finally, in order to do justice 
to themselves. 


Louise Bogan wrote in her journal that, toward her 
mother, her “earliest instinct was to protect—to take 
care of, to endure.” This, her analyst once told her, “Is 
the instinct of a little boy." Well, Bogan adds, “there it 
is. I did manage to become a woman.” 

And then there are Virginia Woolfs words. “One 
makes up the better part of life." But women have made 


up so little. They have been told that all their instincts 
to fabrication, to protection 


tion of whether the human c 
tiated between the male and 


are male. Today, the ques- 
ondition is indeed differen- 

the female, and must remain 
irremediably SO, is of profound importance, and not 
alone to conservatives, Feminists, too, are divided. Two 
interpretations of history, which we may, for conve- 
nience, call the French and the American, today declare 


male and female to be eternally and irreversibly differen- 
tiated. 


French feminists believe that a permanent distinction 
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between the sexes is imbedded in language. Following 
the theoretical work of Lacan and Derrida, they analyze 
language, finding it, throughout history, both phallocen- 
tric and “written out”: that is, male history is the text we 
know, and is exhausted. The psychic structuring of 
women cannot, in their opinion, be changed, but it can 
be written into a language so as to express the female 
through a new language, female-centered. Though I 
speak hesitantly in this area, it does scem to me that this 
theory implies a belief in the separation of women from 
the patriarchal culture, the better to develop the female 
language. 

American interpretations of the fundamental diversity 
of the sexes, following the methods of the social 
sciences, are more empirical, less theoretical. According 
to this argument, women are sharply distinguished from 
men by hormonal and genetic codings that render inevi- 
table the female care of infants and the female nurturing 
disposition. In no way, these Americans assure us, can 
such codings be reversed.’ 

These convictions of the irreversible distinction be- 
tween the sexes must, I think, be disregarded if we are 
Serious about reinventing womanhood. Certainly, there 
can be no question of the historical distinctions between 
the sexes: women have been participants in culture, but 
without history; their collective memory has been buried 
in darkness and must be brought up from that darkness. 
History is a male account. Yet I question whether the 
Past divisiveness is incumbent upon the future. 

The American interpretation I consider both wholly 
mistaken and profoundly dangerous for women. The 
biological “facts” on which these convictions of sexual 
determination are based are thought by many prominent 


biologists to be insubstantial. In addition, the American 
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interpretation seems to me to be the outgrowth of fear, 
and to follow the old pattern of female retreat into patri- 
archally condoned “‘mainstream’’ interpretations. 

The French theories, on the other hand, strike me as 
full of possibility and high intelligence. Though I do not 
myself believe that this separate, collective reconstruc- 
tion of language and culture will eventuate in great ad- 
vance for women, I recognize it as a brave undertaking 
whose outcome cannot yet be foreseen. Womanhood 
must be reinvented by those who can imagine, not by 
those who wish to reconstruct their gender prison. 

So far, itis men who have moved upon the earth and 
had adventures; it is men who have told stories. But— 
and this has been too little noticed—the men have told 
stories about women as well as about men. The nearer 
one comes to an oral tradition, the more noticeable this 
becomes. The Murphys, as anthropologists, for exam- 
ple, tell us that among the forest people, the men have 
many stories about women, but the women have none 
about men.8 

The Murphys suppose that men fear women, as 
women do not fear men—deep, that is, in the sub- 
conscious where reassurance is most essential. Certainly 
men, who have had only female parenting, think back 
with fear, desire, and horror to the best, lost love. Cer- 
tainly they resent its departure and search, unsuccess- 
fully, for its replacement. 

But perhaps women have not told stories because 
there Were no stories to tell. There was only the dailiness 
of life, the auention to food, clothing, shelter, the end- 
less replication of motherhood. At the end of Little 
Women, Demi learns the alphabet; he invents; he pro- 


tects; he discovers. Daisy only sews what has been torn, 
cooks what will be eaten, and asks for love. In what story 
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could Daisy think of herself as the protagonist, except in 
the story of the man who will come to give her the home 
where her cooking and sewing will be done? 


A few years ago, my daughter Margaret spent the sum- 
mer in London working as a volunteer for the Royal 
Anthropological Institute. Thinking it would interest 
me, she brought back this account of an Albanian tribe, 
the Klementi, described by a woman explorer early in the 
twentieth century: 


All marriages were arranged by the heads of the families 
and the younger people had no say in the matter; the 
daughters of a family or tribe were chattels to be disposed 
of as best to advantage the family; if girls objected fiercely 
to being sent away to an unknown man, much cruelty and 
force was sometimes used to breach the girl’s will; the 
bridegroom's family was deeply insulted and a blood feud 
mighi arise; this could only be avoided by the girl swearing 
an oath before twelve witnesses that she would never 
marry; she then ranked as a man, might, and often did, 
wear men's attire, eat with the men (which no other women 
did), smoke with them and carry weapons; such women 


were known as “Albanian virgins” and worked as herdsmen 


of sheep and goats. . . -° 


It occurred to me that the women of that tribe, like the 
unusual women in our culture, knew that the way to 
escape bondage was to be accepted as a man: it was as 
simple as that. Not easy, but simple. Clear. Their num- 
bers, however, were few, and the price of the transforma- 
tion was high, nothing less than their womanhood. | 

These Klementi virgins, the women at Columbia in 
1971, Hennig's women, all insisted that they too could 
learn, invent, discover. They paid for their accomplish- 
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ments by giving up their identity with other women, their 
pride in the women of their society, their culture, their 
civilization, their ability to imagine other women like 
themselves. They became honorary men and joined the 
all-male club, whether in herding sheep and goats, teach- 
ing in a university, or working in the business world. 

But there is another way, the choice of Jo: to appropri- 
ate the male model without giving up the female person. 
The young woman must learn, as Jo did, to tell herself 
stories and to act in plays, in which she, a female, is the 
protagonist. Jo reinvented girlhood, but the task of rein- 
venting womanhood was beyond her. Even so, while tell- 
ing herself stories in which she was the protagonist, she 
remained in a community of women;!? she did not desert 
or demean them, or look upon them as less worthy than 
herself. 

The past is male. But it is all the past we have. We must 
use it, in order that the future will speak of womanhood, 


a condition full of risk, and variety, and discovery: 1n 
short, human. 
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